




CONTENTS 

VIIPreface to the First Edition 
IXPreface to the Second Edition 

I. Introduction 	 1 
I. 	 Inscriptions and Manuscri pts 2 
2. 	 Epigraphy and Palaeography 5 
3. 	 The Development of Scripts and Script Styles 6 
4. 	 Semitic Languages and Scripts 8 

II. The Rise of the Semitic Script 	 13 

1. 	 Background 13 
a. 	 Sumerian cuneiform writing 13 
b. 	 Egyptian hieroglyphic script 14 
c. 	 The Hittite "hieroglyphic" script 18 
d. 	 The Cretan script 19 
e. 	 Undeciphered scripts in Syria-Palestine 21 

2. 	 The Beginnings of the Alphabet 23 

III. The South Semitic Scripts 	 43 

IV. The West Semitic Scripts 	 53 
1. 	 The Phoenician Script 53 
2. 	 The Hebrew Script 65 
3. 	 The Aramaic Scril?t 18 
4. 	 Comparative Aspects of the Phoenician, Hebrew and 

Aramaic Scripts 89 



5. 	 The Scripts of Israel's Neighbours 100 

6. 	 The Change from Hebrew to Jewish Script 112 


V. The Development of the Later Aramaic Offshoots 125 

1. 	 Aramaic Writing in the Iranian World 127 

2. 	 The Aramaic Script in the East 132 


a. 	 The South Mesopotamian branch 133 

b. 	The North Mesopotamian branch 138 

c. 	 The Palmyrene-Syriac branch 143 


3. 	 The Nabataean Script and the Rise of the Arabic 


Script 153 

4. 	The Jewish Script 162 


VI. The Antiquity of the Greek Alphabet 	 175 


Abbreviations 	 187 


Illustrations 189 

Figures 189 

Plates 198 


Index 203 


213

Additions and Corrections 




PREFACE 
to the First Edition 

Alphabetic writing is one of the principal features of Western culture. The 
adoption of the alphabet by the Greeks and the Romans, successively, 
contributed to the development of classical civilization; it should be 
remembered, however, that the origins of the Greek script go back to the 
alphabetic writing used by the Canaanites since about 1700 B.C. The 
respective cultures of the West and of the Near East were thus interwoven 
from early on. 

Our knowledge of the early history, development and spread of the 
alphabet is constantly changing. Collating the new data that keep coming 
to light is like working on a puzzle with an irregular supply of pieces. 
These have to be fitted together carefully and a constant re-examination 
of the data must be accompanied by the re-evaluation of accepted views. 
This introduction to West Semitic epigraphy and palaeography is my per
sonal way of introducing this field of study on the basis of the evidence 
available to date. 

This book is intended for readers with no previous knowledge of 
Semitic epigraphy and palaeography. This does not mean that scientific 
problems have been avoided, however, nor that the discussion is not on a 
scholarly level. On the contrary, in addition to describing the story of the 
alphabet in antiquity, the book deals with a series of questions which are 
the subject of scholarly controversy. Some sections (mostly in chapters 
IV-VI) are the result of my own study, while others are more in the nature 
of a summary of the research of other scholars, mainly W. F. Albright 
and F. M. Cross. Although in general my work follows the same lines as 
theirs. I quite often find myself differing with their views, or at least 
reviewing their conclusions with a degree of criticism or reservation. 
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Preface 

While I have tried to express my thoughts clearly and concisely, I have 
not refrained from illustrating the various scripts as thoroughly and fully 
as possible. Since only a limited number of plates could be used. most of 
the illustrations are line-drawings. However, it always has to be borne in 
mind that a drawing does not portray the written text with the same preci
sion as a phogographic reproduction. and that the drawing is an inter
pretation of the inscription. representing the reading of the scholar who 
executed the drawing (or who instructed the draughtsman). About forty 
figures were drawn by Mrs. Ada Yardeni and a few by the author; most. 
however. were taken from previously published works (although I do not 
necessarily agree with the interpretation conveyed in the drawing). 

No attempt has been made to produce here a history of research. I 
have sought to concentrate on the most important arguments without go
ing into excessive detail. More extensive argumentation, as well as a 
detailed bibliography, can be found in the studies mentioned in the foot
notes. If a problem has already been dealt with in one of my previous 
papers. the reader is referred to the relevant paper. However, if new 
evidence has since come to light. this book may otTer a revised interpreta
tion. 

* 

I wish to express my gratitude to everybody who has come to my aid in 
the preparation of this book and first of all to my teachers, colleagues and 
friends with whom I discussed through the years many of the subjects 
dealt with here. Since the list is quite long, I would like only to mention 
Prof. N. Avigad and Prof. F. M. Cross, who introduced me to epigraphy 
and palaeography. I am indebted to Mrs. Inna Pommerantz and Miss 
Jennifer Goldman who read the manuscript ana improved its style. lowe 
much to Mrs. Ada Yardeni, who invested all her talents in the design of 
this book, and to my wife, Tamar, who so patiently typed the manuscript, 
read the proofs and prepared the index. The proofs were also read by 
Miss Adele Zarmati. The printing was carried out by Astronel Press and 
the offset printing - by Art Plus. I wish to thank the Management of 
Brill, Leiden and Mr. Ben-Zion Yehoshua, Director of the Magnes Press, 
for their efforts to publish this book in such a handsome form. 

The following persons and institutions were kind enough to grant me 
permission to reproduce illustrations: Prof. N. Avigad, Prof. F. M. Cross, 
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Dr. G. Gerster, Dr. A. R. Millard, Dr. B. Porten, Dr. Chr. Robin, Prof.J. 
B. Segal, Mrs. G. E. Wright and Prof. Y. Yadin; the editors of Bible et 
Terre Sainte, Discoveries in the Judaean Desert, En~iqlopedia Miqra'it, 
Iraq and Revue Biblique; the authorities of Accademia Nazionale dei Lin
cei, American Schools of Oriental Research, Andrews University Press in 
Berrien Springs (Michigan), British Academy, British Museum, Egyptian 
Museum in Cairo, Harvard University Press, Israel Academy of Sciences 
and Humanities, Israel Department of Antiquities, Israel Exploration 
Society, Israel Museum and its Shrine of the Book, lstituto Italiano per il 
Medio ed Estremo Oriente, Libraire Orientaliste of M. PauJ Geuthner, 
Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, Oxford University Press, University of 
Chicago Press and Yale University Art Gallery - Dura Europos Collec
tion. 

Jerusalem, January 1982 J.N. 

PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION 

During the past five years the knowledge of the early history of the 
alphabet has been enriched by some important inscriptions. Although 
the re-examination of the evidence in the light of the new data has not 
brought about a change in my views, it has caused me to modify 
some of my formulations. These modifications are included in the 
'Additions and Corrections', but, following the line of the book, no 
attempt has been made to provide the reader with an up-to-date 
bibliography. 

Jerusalem, May 1987 J.N. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 


Writing, that is, the use of graphic signs for the systematic description 
of spoken language, is a major achievement in the history of mankind. 
The earliest inscribed objects have been found at various archaeological 
sites in Mesopotamia and Egypt among the remains of settlements dated 
to the end of the fourth millennium B.C. The appearance of such inscrip
tions marks the beginning of the historic age, succeeding the pre- and 
proto-historic ages when men had no knowledge of writing. Pre-historic 
man did give expression to his aspirations and desires in drawings on rock 
faces and cave wall~ but only in the historic era did man begin to depict 
single words. Early scripts consisted of a large number of pictographs, 
representing words or syllables. The reduction of the number of symbols 
to a minimum - that is, the invention of the alphabet took place 
about one and a half millennia after the invention of writing and marked a 
further step in its development. 

The present study attempts to trace the evolution of alphabetic writing 
from its inception around 1700 B.C. up to the crystallization of modern 
scripts. Since the alphabet was used primarily by the West Semites, we 
shall deal mainly with the history of West Semitic writing, but also with 
its adoption by other peoples, South Semites and non-Semites (Greeks 
and Iranians), and we shall trace the first phase in the evolution of the 
alphabet among these peoples. The East Semites (Akkadians, Babylon
ians and Assyrians) used the cuneiform script which was in fact a 
Sumerian system, and as such does not come within the scope of our 
study. 

The development of each script is deeply rooted in the characteristics 
of its users. The historical and geopolitical factors and the cultural 
features of different peoples come into play in their respective scripts. 
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Introduction 

Language and writing, the prime means of cultural expression, reflect in
dividual and collective cultures. Ancient inscriptions and manuscripts are 
historical documents, and both epigraphy and palaeography are aux
iliaries to history. Historians look to epigraphers and palaeographers not 
only for a rendition of these texts, but also, for the dating of written 
historical records. Epigraphy and palaeography could contribute to 
history more extensively than they do at present, and the close scrutiny of 
documents and their scripts could yield additional data on the cultural 
backgrounds of peoples which used and developed individual scripts (see 
below, pp. 50 f.) 

1. Inscriptions and Man uscripts 

Systematic archaeological excavations have been carried out in the 
lands of the Fertile Crescent for over a hundred years. During the last 
century, many inscriptions of great importance for the study of Ancient 
Near Eastern history have been deciphered. Archives of forgotten cities 
and civilizations have come to light, contributing significantly to our ex
isting knowledge of the history of certain peoples. In earlier times, biblical 
scholars had had to base their historical research only on the Bible and on 
ancient historical works, like those of Josephus Flavius, which had been 
copied and preserved across the ages. Although ancient inscriptions are 
much shorter than these historical texts, they are generally more reliable. 
Historians' accounts, which have come down to us through the centuries 
and through many hands, contain copyists~ mistakes and even deliberate 
emendations, whereas inscriptions found in the debris of ancient towns 
reach us directly in their original form. If the epigraphic material has 
been well preserved and the written text has survived undamaged, they 
constitute historical documents of primary importance. Even short in
scriptions are of value: a proper name may add to OUf knowledge of the 
ethnic composition of a certain people; a phrase or even a word may shed 
light on the language of a certain society; even single letters may con
tribute to our knowledge of a specific script. 

The number of known Semitic inscriptions has increased so greatly 
that there now exists a substantial corpus, written in various languages 
and dialects. Excluding the Ugaritic texts, which are written in alphabetic 
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Inscriptions and Manuscnpts 

cuneiform script on clay tablets, the material can be divided into two 
main groups: inscriptions made with a pointed instrument, mainly on 
stone or metal, and manuscripts written in ink on papyrus, parchment 
and even on potsherds. As we shall see, it is sometimes difficult to deter
mine the correct group for certain types of text. 

The first group comprises the following types of inscriptions: 

Graffiit; these are short inscriptions which consist generally of a 
proper name incised on various objects as a sign of ownership, for exam
ple, on pottery or metal vessels. Sometimes inscriptions were incised on 
potsherds (ostraca; see below). In ancient times, many graffiti were in
scribed on the walls of places of pilgrimage. For instance, scores of 
Phoenician and Aramaic graffiti have been discovered on the walls of the 
temple of Osiris at Abydos in Egypt, l and thousands of N abataean 
graffiti are stilJ visible on the rock faces in many wadis in Sinai.2 Short 
texts of this kind were written in ancient times in almost every language 
and script. Sometimes the names are accompanied by blessings similar to 
those of dedicatory or votive inscriptions.3 

Votive inscriptions are written on objects that are dedicated to deities, 
such as silver bowls, figurines, stelae, etc. The custom of writing votive in
scriptions was widespread among all ancient peoples. In Carthage, for in
stance, thousands of votive stelae were found which bear the following 
formula: "To (divine name and title); which (proper name) vowed, 
because he heard his voice. May he bless him!"4 

Burial inscriptions or epitaphs sometimes mention only the name of the 
deceased. In such a case, and particularly when the inscription was made 
by an unskilled hand, it may be considered as a graffito. Other burial in
scriptions give additional details on the deceased, or warnings accom

1. 	 M. Lidzbarski, Ephemerisfiir semitische Epigraphik. III. Giessen 1915. pp. 
93~116; W. Kornfeld, Neues fiber die phOnikischen und arammschen Graffiti 
in den Tempeln von Abydos, Anzeiger d. phil.-hist. Xlasse d. 
Osterreichischen Akad. d. Wiss. 115 (1978). pp. 193-204. 

2. CIS. II, Nos. 490-3233. 
3. J. Naveh. Graffiti and Dedications, BASOR 235 (1979), pp. 27-30. 
4. CIS. I, Nos. 180-5940. 
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Introduction 

panied by curses against persons who would try to open the tomb or 
damage it. 

Memorial stelae were erected by kings and rulers to glorify their deeds 
which are sometimes described as the fulfilment of divine will. Despite 
their subjective nature, these inscriptions contain important historical 
data. Here, too, we find curses against whosoever would damage the 
monument or deface the inscriptions (see below, note 7). 

In this category, the four types listed above are the most significant, 
but other kinds of texts written on hard surfaces, such as boundary in
scriptions, could also be included In addition, three types of shorter texts, 
inscribed on weights, seals and coins should be mentioned here: 

Weights were made of stone or metal. Some are uninscribed; where in
scriptions do exist, they are generally short, indicating the name of the 
weight and the number of units. 

Seals - The earlier seals were uninscribed and ownership was indicated 
by engraved designs. Later, names were added. Next, there appear seals 
bearing letters only, so that the owner of the seal could be identified only 
by reading its impression (the letters on the seal were engraved in tbe 
negative). The seals were generally made of hard, semiprecious stone, or 

of softer stone or metal. They were impressed on pieces of wet clay which 
held the strings binding the papyrus rolls (such an impression is called a 
bulla), or on the handles of jars before they were fired The latter indicate 
ownership or certify the jar's capacity. 

Coins are a relatively late invention. The Lydians began to mint coins in 
the seventh century B.C.; in the sixth and fifth centuries they were in
troduced into Greece and made their appearance in the East. Previously 
pieces of gold and silver were used, their value being determined by their 
weight. Coin legends may give the name of the king (or ruler), the location 
of the mint, the date of minting and the value of the coin. Although, 
strictly speaking, the study of coins belongs to the realm of numismatics, 
the epigrapher's experience can make a substantial contribution to the 
correct reading of a coin legend. 

Turning to inscriptions written in ink, we shall begin by mentioning the 
simplest text, the dipinto, which resembles the graffito except that the let
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Epigraphy and Pa/aeography 

ters are painted instead of incised. As a rule, ink was used for writing on 
papyrus or parchment, but less important texts were also written on 
potsherds, called ostraca. 

Ostraca were used for short notes, name lists, dockets, messages, and 
private letters. Papyrus was the usual writing material for private and 
official letters, legal documents and literary compositions. However, the 
use of papyrus was not common in Mesopotamia, where sometimes even 
pri vate letters were written on parchment. 

Private and official letters and deeds, as well as stelae, votive inscrip
tions and epitaphs, followed fixed structural patterns. Letters began with 
the name of the addressee, generally followed by the name of the sender; 
then came the greeting formulae; after the main section, the letter 
sometimes closed with a further phrase of greeting.5 Deeds generally open 
with the exact date and place of writing; then follow the names of the par
ties, the details of the deed, and the names of the scribe and the wit
nesses.6 Similarities and differences in the formulae may be indicative of 
cultural links between various ancient societies. 7 

2. Epigraphy and Palaeography 

These terms were first used in classical studies. There is a clear distinc
tion between them: while epigraphy denotes the study of inscriptions in
scribed on hard surfaces, palaeography deals with manuscripts written in 
ink. (Given the very large number of Greek papyri, most of them from 
Egypt, there is a separate discipline, called papyrology, for the study 
of manuscripts written on papyrus). This sharp division is less 
acknowledged in Semitic studies. While adopting the classical system in 

5. 	 J. A. Fitzmyer, Some Notes on Aramaic Epistolography, IBL 93 (1974), pp. 
201-225; P. S. Alexander, Remarks on Aramaic Epistolography in the Per
sian Period, ISS 23 (1978), pp. 155-170. 

6. 	 R. Varon, Introduction to the Law of the Aramaic Papyri, Oxford 1961. 
7. 	 For examples of the various types of inscriptions and documents, see the 

following textbooks: G. A. Cooke, A Textbook ofNorth-Semitic Inscriptions, 
Oxford 1903; KAI and Gibson. 
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Introduction 

part, scholars in West Semitic studies tend to distinguish between these 
terms not on the basis of the writing materials, but according to the field 
of interest Palaeography is considered to be the study of ancient scripts 
which traces the development of letter forms so that documents (both in
scriptions and manuscripts) may be read correctly and, if necessary, 
dated. Epigraphy, on the other hand, is defined as the study of the written 
sources which archaeology has revealed. Ifwe adopt the latter differentia
tion, it is often difficult to draw a clear line between epigraphy and 
palaeography. Since any treatment of the texts must be based on exact 
readings, a thorough knowledge of the scripts' evolution is a prerequisite. 
We believe, therefore, that both terms, epigraphy and palaeography, com
prise one field of study, an auxiliary to history which specializes in every 
aspect of ancient written documents. 

Scholars who specialize in this field must have a thorough knowledge 
of history and thus be acquainted with the non-epigraphic written 
sources, on the one hand, and with the non-epigraphic archaeological 
finds, on the other. Above all, epigraphers have to know the languages in 
which the texts are written. Epigraphy-paleography has very close links 
with linguistics and philology. 

For the study of ancient languages, the principal source material con
sists of inscriptions and manuscripts. In addition to their usefulness in any 
attempt to reconstruct the spoken language, which is the task of the 
linguist, ancient records contain information on many aspects of human 
civilization which can be studied by the epigrapher-palaeographer. 
Whereas the dating of an undated inscription is based on typo]ogic
diachronic factors, the synchronization of contemporaneous, related 
scripts may reflect the respective cultures of peoples and societies which 
developed in different geopolitical circumstances. The latter aspect, that 
is, comparative palaeography, will accompany our approach to several 
problems that are discussed in the following chapters of this book. 

3. The Development of Scripts and Script Styles 

Systematic palaeographical research should be based on a methodical 
study of the development of the script. The process of development was 
evolutionary. A new letter form would first appear sporadically in the 
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Development of Scripts 

writing of a few individuals, usually alongside the older form. Even after 
the new form had become entirely accepted, the older one remained in use 
for several decades. Often the new form continued to develop, though 
sometimes it would disappear and the older form would prevaiL 

The script as a whole develops as a result of modifications in the in
dividual letters, such as the omission of elements, the positional shift of 
strokes, alterations in stance, the joining of elements formerly written 
separately and, occasionally, the introduction of new elements. 

The gradual development of a script takes place on several parallel 
planes, and depends on the distribution of writing activity. When confined 
to a royal court or to the priesthood, the script was used mainly for stelae 
and thus remained conservative, preserving the older forms. At that stage 
there existed only one style, known as lapidary. Since this was confined to 
script inscribed on stone, it did not lend itself to rapid development. In 
time, however, writing was required on a wider scope for administrative 
purposes, and royal, temple and court scribes developed a faster script 
which demanded a certain streamlining. This furthered the evolutionary 
process. Such trends influenced the lapidary script, although the latter 
remained intact alongside the cursive, a style developed by writers in ink. 

Writing became more widespread as people other than professional 
scribes learned to use it. These non-professionals adopted the scribes' cur
sive script, but unlike them, were not obliged to write in a calligraphic and 
conservative hand. Some individuals who could not master the pen wrote 
in a clumsy fashion; others became quite adept and could write freely. 

The spread of writing activity beyond professional scribal circles to 
laymen who use it either systematically or intermittently is typical of 
every literate society excepting this generation. Nowadays the typewriter 
replaces the calligraphic writing of official scribes. In the Latin script of 
the nineteenth century, for example, there is a clear distinction between 
cursive and printed scripts. The cursive itself, however, is further 
divisible. A professional clerk would calligraphically emphasize the 
thicker descending strokes, and his script would be conservative and for
mal. As an official, he was required to maintain certain standards and 
could not invent new forms. But many others who knew how to write, for 
the most part people from the---educated class who had compl~ted their 
schooling, were not restricted by the rules of penmanship and unwittingly 
developed individual means of writing faster. Some of these innovations 
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were adopted by others and thus the script gradually changed and 
evolved. Those who learned to read and write in the course of only a few 
years' schooling had but a limited use for this knowledge. A carpenter or 
shoemaker in the nineteenth century knew how to set down the measure
ments of a table or a shoe, and possibly also to read a newspaper, but 
writing a letter was a far more complicated matter. Although the clerk, 
the cultured person and the craftsman all used basically the same cursive 
script, there were distinctive stylistic differences. These may be classified 
as sub-styles of the cursive: (a) free (or extreme) cursive - that of the 
cultured person; (b) formal (or conservative) cursive - that of the 
professional scribe; and (c) vulgar cursive - that of persons of limited 
schooling. 

This terminology serves to emphasize the unrestricted development of 
the first sub-style, in contrast to the others, which were influenced by it 
but did not develop at the same rate. Lapidary script, which may be com
pared with modern print although it is far more stable, was also influenc
ed by the cursive. Thus, although lapidary script gave birth to cursive 
script, the offspring grew up to influence its parent; similarly, the free cur
sive influenced the formaL In other words, older, more conservative, 
forms were continuously influenced by newer, freer forms. 

It should be remembered that not every cursive script can be con
veniently classified as one of these sub-styles; moreover, an inscription 
cannot always be characterized as lapidary or cursive. Occasionally, a 
professional scribe would take liberties with the formal cursive, and thus 
introduce "free" forms at random; we may call this style semi-formal. 
Varying levels of competence in writing also make it difficult to dis
tinguish between free and vulgar cursives. Indeed, many more sub
divisions could be discerned, but the usefulness of such distinctions is 
questionable. At any rate, to regard a script as a homogenous entity or as 
comprised of only two styles, lapidary and cursive, would undoubtedly 
obscure analysis and impede valid conclusions. 

4. Semitic Languages and Scripts 

In antiquity Semitic languages were spoken in three areas in the An
cient Near East: in Mesopotamia in the north-east, in Syria-Palestine in 

8 



Semitic Languages and Scripts 

the north-west and in the Arabian Peninsula in the south-west. These 
zones can be defined also as East, West and South. Accordingly, the 
Semitic languages have a threefold classification: 

Eastern: Akkadian, Babylonian, Assyrian. 
Western: Canaanite (including Hebrew, Phoenician, Moabite, Am

monite and, probably, Ugaritic), Aramaic. 
Southern: South Arabian, Ethiopian, Arabic. 

Some languages can be further classified into dialects, but this will be 
dealt with in the forthcoming chapters. Our aim here is not to discuss 
details, but merely to show that the division of Semitic scripts does not 
parallel that of Semitic languages. The East Semitic languages were ren
dered not in Semitic writing, but in the Sumerian cuneiform script. In 
other words, Semitic writing can only be either Western or Southern. 

The ramification of the Semitic and other alphabetic scripts can be il
lustrated by a family tree, the trunk of which is the Proto-Canaanite 
script (see Fig. 1). From this there grew, e. 1300 B.C., the Proto-Arabic 
script (ancestor of the South Arabian and the Ethiopian scripts), and, c. 
1100 B.C., the archaic Greek script. The Proto-Canaanite script, 
however, continued to flourish, and its direct offshoot, the Phoenician 
script, existed until the first centuries A.D. The Hebrew and the Aramaic 
scripts branched off from the Proto-Canaanite or Phoenician. Aramaic 
script was widespread throughout the ancient East; it was adopted by the 
Jews, who developed the Jewish (= square Hebrew) script for Aramaic 
and Hebrew texts, even though the latter is a Canaanite tongue. Classical 
Arabic, although a South Semitic language, is written in a script that was 
another offshoot of the Aramaic. The Arabic script developed from that 
Aramaic branch which was crystallized by the N abataeans. 

All the letters of the Semitic script stand for consonants. This system 
has been improved in Aramaic and Hebrew by the use of some consonant 
letters, called matres leelionis, to indicate vowels. In the first stage, these 
were used mainly at the end of words (he served for -a, -e and -0, waw for 
-u and yod for ~i), but later also in medial positions. It was the Greeks 
who changed some letters into vowel signs: alefbecame A, he E, (ayin 
- 0, etc. This has led Gelb to postulate that only Greek and Latin 
scripts are alphabetic, while the Semitic script is a syllabary system. Gelb 
rightly claimed that each Semitic letter represents a consonant plus any 
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one of the vowels (or zero vowel). Only in Greek and in its offshoots does 
each letter stand for either a consonant or a vowel.s 

It is true that the Greek system is more evolved than the Semitic one. 
Acknowledging this handicap, medieval writers in Semitic scripts in
troduced vowel punctuation in order to facilitate the learning of reading 
and writing, but this auxiliary practice never became an integral part of 
the writing system. Nevertheless, we cannot accept Gelb's suggestion that 
Semitic writing be regarded as a syllabary system and that the term 
"alphabet" be confined to Greek, Latin and Cyrillic scripts. The definition 
of "alphabet" is not predicated on the values of the letters; the word 
denotes a system of writing with a limited number of signs (20-30) which 
have a fixed, "alphabetic" order. The order of the letters in the Greek and 
Latin alphabets is essentially the same as in the W~t Semitic scripts. This 
order was presumably established at the very beginning of the Proto
Canaanite writing. The earliest abecedary - that is, letters written in the 
fixed alphabetic order comes from Ugarit and dates back to the four
teenth century B.C. (see below, p. 30). 

In order to avoid potentially confusing terminology such as "ancient 
Hebrew" or "Phoenician-Hebrew", on the one hand, and "square 
Hebrew" on the other, we shall use "Hebrew" to denote the script which 
was commonly used by the Hebrews in both Israel and Judah in the First 
Temple period, and which was later confined to limited Jewish circles 
(although accepted by the Samaritans, who still use it today). This is what 
is meant by "Hebrew script" in Talmudic sources. The other Talmudic 
term, "Assyrian script", known today as "square Hebrew", is that which 
the Jews developed from Aramaic writing. Following Cross' usage, this 
script is here termed "Jewish", The Jewish script is a national script 
which developed from the Aramaic, as did Nabataean, Palmyrene, etc.' 

8. 	 I. 1. Gelb, A Study of Writing2, Chicago 1963, pp. 72-80; 122-153; idem, 
New Evidence in Favour of the Syllabic Character of West Semitic Writing, 
BO 15 (1958), pp. 2-7. 

9. 	 F. M. Cross. The Oldest Manuscripts from Qumran. JBL 74 (1955). pp. 147
172; idem, The Development of the Jewish Scripts, BANE, pp. 170-264. 

11 



~~~~)tT. 

.tf-fFIY 

~~ ~ J:!t 

~.~~~ 


Fig. 2. Sumerian pictographic inscription Fig. 3. Babylonian cuneiform text 

Fig. 4. Pictographic 
origin of ten cuneiform 

signs 

BIRD d ~ +y ~T 

FISH :=9 (t ~ tf-< 
.

DOXKEY ~ ~ ~ ~ 

OX '<:j 
i 

;i> :t> ~ 

SUN 'C:>' ¢ L> ~ 

GRAIN 
, »» ~ ~ 

ORCHARD 
"~~ltv, ~) tll ~ 

PLOUGH ~ ~ t1 
BOOMERANG ~ ~ » tIIL 
FOOT ~ c:4 t4 ~ 
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II. THE RISE OF THE SEMITIC SCRIPT 


1. Background 

When alphabetic writing came into existence in Syria-Palestine in the 
eighteenth or seventeenth century B.C., other scripts were already 
flourishing in the ancient world. In the East, various peoples, including 
Babylonians and Assyrians, used cuneiform writing, which they had 
adopted from the Sumerians; in the South, the Egyptians wrote in 
hieroglyphs; in the North, the Hittites developed their own pictographic 
script; and in the West, on the Mediterranean islands and the Greek 
mainland, there evolved another script. Before discussing the Semitic 
alphabet, let us take a short look at these non-alphabetic writings. 

a. Sumerian cuneiform writing 

In the late fourth and the third millennium B.C., the Sumerians had a 
well-developed civilization in southern Mesopotamia. Sumerian does not 
resemble any of the other ancient or modern languages known to date, as 
regards either grammar or vocabulary. Initially, pictures were scratched 
on tablets to designate various words (Fig. 2). In time they improved their 
writing: the pictographs gave way to wedge-shaped linear signs which 
were impressed by a stylus on the wet clay, and many signs came to in
dicate syllables (Fig. 4). The Akkadians, who settled in this area in the 
third millennium, took over this script and used it for their Semitic tongue 
(Fig. 3). They adopted the signs representing Sumerian words and terms, 
but read them as the Akkadian equivalents; these are named ideograms. 
For instance, the cuneiform symbol which originally designated the 
Sumerian word LV (= man) was read by the Akkadians as "awilum"; 
GAL (= great, big) - "rabum"; LUGAL (= king, originally: 
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Rise of the Semitic Script 

LU+Gal=great man) - "sarrum". But the symbol for GAL could also 
represent the syllable -gal- as part of an Akkadian word. Another exam
ple: the Sumerian sign KA meaning "mouth" could be read by the Akka· 
dians both as "pum" (the Akkadian word for mouth) or as the syllable 
-ka-. In cuneiform writing, there evolved a series of symbols which, when 
placed before a certain name or word, served as determinative indicators. 
Thus, when the Sumerian sign KUR (= land), in Akkadian "matum", 
preceded the word AS8ur, it meant Assur (the land) and was read mat
Assur, whereas URU Assur indicated AS8ur (the city) and was read al
Assur. These auxiliary symbols were in widespread use in syllabary 
scripts. Sumerian cuneiform writing was also adopted by non-Semites, 
among them the Elamites, the Hurrians and the Hittites. 

The Akkadian language developed in two areas of Mesopotamia, and 
thus two East Semitic dialects came into being: Babylonian in the South, 
and Assyrian in the North. The history of these dialects can be traced for 
more than three thousand years. During this long period the Babylonians 
and the Assyrians preserved the tradition of cuneiform writing. In the 
eighth century B.C., the Neo-Assyrians introduced the alphabetic 
Aramaic script in order to facilitate communication between the newly
conquered provinces. Nevertheless, the Assyrians did not abandon their 
own script and both the Assyrian and Babylonian languages were always 
written in the complex cuneiform script. The latest cuneiform tablets were 
written in the first century A.D. 

b. Egyptian hieroglyphic script 

"Hieroglyph" is a Greek word meaning "sacred carving". When the 
Greeks occupied Egypt they were impressed by the monumental inscrip
tions engraved on the walls of the Egyptian temples. However, 
hieroglyphic writing was used not only for engraving texts, but also 
and primarily as a pictographic script consisting of drawn pictures. As 
in Sumerian writing, each pictograph initially designated a word, and later 
there evolved a series of syllabic symbols. However, unlike the cuneiform 
script in which the signs also represented the vowels within each syllable 
or word, the Egyptian hieroglyphic script did not indicate the vowels be
tween consonants, and the vocalization of the Egyptian.language is not 
known. The symbol drawn as a house represented pr, but we do not know 
with what vowels this sign was pronounced; it could stand for par, per, 
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Fig. 5. The uniconsonantal 
signs in the Egyptian 

hieroglyphic script 

SIGN 
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(I)~~ (:r)\\ 

.....J] 

} 
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<=> 
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~ 
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$::::;::> 

~ (2)~ 

c::::::J 

L] 

~ 

rn 
0 

=== 
~ 

'{ 

TRANS
OBJECT DEPICTEDLITERATION 

I 

t 
~ 

Y 

r 

W 

b 

P 
f 
m 

n 

r 

It 

!t 
!J 
!J 
S 

J 

It 
k 

g 

t 

t 
d 

if 

Egyptian vultnre 

flowering reed 

~ (1) two reed-flowers 
(l) oblique strokes 

forearm 

quail chick 

foot 
I 

stool 


homed viper 


owl 


water 


mouth 


reed shelter ill held!> 

wick of twisted flax 

placenta (1) 

animal's belly with teats 

~(I)bolt I 
(l) folded cloth i 

pool 

hill-slope 

basket with handle 

stand (or jar 

loaf 


tethering lOpe 


hand 

snake 
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Rise of the Semitic Script 

pura.. peru, etc.; the pictograph for "mouth" could be read ra.. re,ri,ru or r. 
In Egyptian writing there were symbols of one, two or three conso

nants. Had the Egyptians used only the uniconsonantal signs, their 
writing would have been alphabetic like that of the Semites (Fig. 5). Since 
they also preserved bi- and triconsonantaJ pictographs, the number of 
signs remained large (Fig. 6). 

Egyptian belongs to the Hamitic family of languages, which has some 
affinity to the Semitic family. Although the Egyptians continued to use 
pictographs in their formal writing until the late first millennium B.C., 
they also developed a cursive style of writing. The earlier scripts of this 
style are called hieratic, and the later ones demotic (Fig. 7). 

f O-C;;;;:;0.2..~ '111=n J .. 

Fig. 6. Egyptian 
hieroglyphs engraved on 

a stele 
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=ii .!!..I-4!IQ ~~~~~L''9'fi;<a.lo ~~::~ ~~f f 
LITERARY HIERATIC OF TilE TWELfill DYNASTY (P,. 4. '-4). 


WITII TRAl'\SCRIP'TlO:-; 


~Jk}¥7'1?"1-Q'JI"F..4:i"/~4~Jtm~Jtlnn~~ 
M\g,,~'!tkj!L,,~jH.~1&a ~~1tI'Y.L.k:.'F4~~ 
~/'YJY..J~~W!!!J~J11rGlllUJ~I=t';l.ld;J~%-~ll_n~~ 

~,tt::7: ,~~ t-J';i ~.i--,,~ :::;''';:JlIJ~rllJ/~~t''''!IJ llr~:;4R rll;; ~--",~!nn~b.:'.i 
~?t\::I~_;;'i'1i:'l';Gl."~L,.i~:-:-;:~:.l~.l.b.r.;;;t~n!.J{"_77':~_1(.t~t~:::r.;;, 

~'!!';;IL,t-",i~()\~;:P~?D.,l~~=~r tI...'1t. ql!l(;:~4't~..,:.:+ ::.:....,~~1\1.::fZ_:I'-n!.::..,.. 
On'Il'JAL IIIERATlC OF TilE TWr::-\TIETH DY"ASTY (AbboI15. I-J), 


WITH TRA)I;!!{,RIP'TIO:-l 


~JIIAJ.y1, ')J,/',p.J.vI~IJ"'{llr ~"..,J1f.,; C'/.Jf4-J Q;...J9:I,'(.) .... '~h r..b 
1; tl-JJ.vW ~..,."It-' 1('.r~e:r .p ,JJ p,i-:'J"~/~ ,.)J.J,,,,,,,.. ,..f,q .~JI..,,~ 
~.J~ fZ) v; (~I4-.b1.. I; ....."'1"(Vb, ,"III lp/J 4-'.../,., , It#' //,,1 "....(tr, /'11. r. '\ 

1.'-:0 iI'~~;;! Iwze ~iI::£1~t.:P ;1.~.~:t1,~ ~:::; lIzii::; ...... ~~ ~1'1I.tf.1!:;}bql Hl~om":!:;)~Ii1:lY~Ioqq ~,.! 
_::"5::::~9l""!jlb""qb~~~'·~;:J..(--:~sl..:;-"r.;;;';~OO?~~.;t'~~!I~~~i:i..:;Z="~~~~Jit'l~ 

~7.~~q~~..J,J.;-:"'!_~~·)~~~,l""'''J'_'':IM~-;,~f''(U¥<f:Z)b''..t::1~~A.ql~--im...t_:>:"A. 
LITERARY DE!ttOTIC OF THE THIRD CE;o.;n'RY B.C. (Dtm. ell'Im, 6,1-3). 


W1TH TRANSCRIPTION 


Fig. 7. Hieratic and demotic scripts with hieroglyphic transcriptions in a modern 
Egyptological hand 
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Rise of the Semitic Script 

Fig. 8. Hittite pictographic script 

c. The Hittite "hieroglyphic" script 

Hittite is an Indo-European language akin to Greek, Latin and the Ger
man and Slavic tongues. The term "Hittite hieroglyphs" does not indicate 
any relation to Egyptian writing, except for the fact that both were pic
tographic writings. Hittite studies simply adopted the inexact term for 
Egyptian writing (Fig. 8). The Hittites also used the Sumerian cuneiform 
writing, but some monumental inscriptions were written in their native 
script. This pictographic writing was generally carved in relief in the Hit
tite empire during the second half of the second miI1ennium, and in the 

~ i 

iii 
! 	 Neo-Hittite kingdoms during a 300-year period from the start of the first 

millennium B.C. A very important key to the decipherment of the Hittite 
pictographic script was the relatively long bilingual (Phoenician-Hittite) 
inscription found at the city gate of Karatepe in Cilicia, which in the 
eighth century B.C. was the fortress of a ruler named Azitawadda (Fig. 
9). However, most information on the Hittite language is drawn from 
their cuneiform inscriptions. 

J1; ;: 140~:W~ 51 n:ffi>151~ ~I (i!) 

, l09"'<:19° 	 ILlo9iq9~ 
n)'I >J=l ~ I?p;:,'1:J. 

? .,.n~t ~ [11 .1~l~;J~ 
qY/:tf' 1jf 

TlllrJt 1lX 

Fig. 9. The opening phrase of the Karatepe bilingual (Hittite and Phoenician) inscrip
tion; the text in square Hebrew letters is a word-by-word translation of the Hittite 

into Phoenician 
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Background 

Fig. 10. Cretan pictographic script 

d. The Cretan script 

Another pictographic writing evolved on the island of Crete (Fig. 10). 
It is probably from these pictographs that there developed the scripts 
known as Linear A and Linear B, which were used in Greece in the 
second millennium B.C., and the Cypriote syllabary. Modern scholars 
can read the Cypriote syllabic script (Fig. 11), which the Cypriote Greeks 
employed along with the Greek alphabet as late as the Hellenistic period. 
Linear B was deciphered in the last generation by a British architect 
named Ventris (Fig. 12), while Linear A, and the Cretan pictographic 
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CIt. a.t c. " 
, 0, CIl u 

Vowels * ** ~ ~ ~'Y' 
k r t ~~t '5I:\y nA ~1jJ( 
t 1--1 ~Yl 'f''T't F1-7\ hilii 
p =F;: S ~~ SnJl .w.. 
I \AN 8~~ LdL~ + r.i\ 10\ 
r sz£d 1O\fii\~ ~~ ){)\O( ~( )~ 1J 
m )Y( X~ M~ lUctJ1' * n -T III 1"1 ~ ~£ )( //' ): KG~) 
j 06 Z 

f, v )A{ ~ ::r: )I( 1'1''(,' 
s )) ~ tJ'e:' 1;' l' ~ ~ )J:: 
z ;( it (f) I ss 
X )(~) 06 

Fig. 11. Cypriote syllabary 

script, are still enigmatic. Linear B was a syllabic and ideographic writing 
practised by the Mycenaean Greeks until c. 1100 B.C., when the 
Mycenaean civilization was destroyed by the Doric invasion. The 
Cypriote Greek community was probably an offshoot of the Mycenaean. 

Fig. 12. Linear B script 
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~C1~ ~ ~'~(j1 
.,. CiJ c--,&1 t ~ ~ 1',. 1 It;" \ 
) ~ n f ~ '2:') Y 7~ C\ ~ -__, 
NV\ ~ ~ Jk l' "7 IVV\ ~ ¥ i"1 
~ ~ VI T to" ~PI ~ l7I 
n~.q i\ JCX -+-[,11:' * ¥ R "7 
'''~~rt )) ~ PI ~ ~ " 
rt- ~ w nn~ 1 A '9< +- ~:'. 
&l~ c!) ,,~ ~ 1\ '*',n ~ 
J..:.v~ n .L.,y ~ c-') til 1~ ~ : 
;)'(;1.,.i:ji ~ ? rt Y0 YTi 

lCJNi\A.:i ?~ ~ f "2 ! ~ }l\ 
rt~ 0 c-> ~~ ~ <1 AAI\~ f' 
l"'~~~« cD.~ }Y:A.~ 

i ~~A~-trc!J~~~wq
'~ n Ii'! ~ rt -tR t\.I9<+-~ t ~ 
~ ) t~ 1n~ ~ 't n f t 

i°1-~ N.\ JAY t If' ~.~. 
~ R. ~(""::) VI S ~ +-~ it-t, 
[;1~) dh mII~ ./ ~~ ~ n 
l l( ~ n >r< ~ IYV\ c:-":) (j1 \ 
~Y. 0 ~~ -H- ~ n~ ~ 

Fig. 13. Enigmatic inscription from Byblos 

e. Undeciphered scripts in Syria-Palestine 

The excavation of Byblos on the Phoenician coast brought to light 
some inscribed stelae, presumably from the second millennium (Fig. 13). 
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Their partly pictographic and partly linear script has not yet been 
deciphered. Another illegible stele was found at Balu (ah in Moab (Fig. 
14), and some inscribed tablets at Deir (AlIa in the Jordan valley (Fig. 
15). Some scholars believe that the script of the Deir (Alla tablets can be 
related to the Cypro-Minoan type of writing thought to have been used 
there by the Philistines:! the Byblos and Balu(ah scripts may perhaps be 
regarded as West Semitic attempts to invent some system of syllabic 
writing. At any rate, these attempts were abandoned with the introduction 
of the alphabet.2 

Fig. 14. Enigmatic inscription on a stele from Balu'ah 

Fig. 15. A tablet from Deir 'AUa 

1. 	 G. E. Wright, Fresh Evidence for the Philistine Story, BA 29 (1966), p. 73. 
2. 	 For a more detailed description of the cuneiform, hieroglyphic and other 

non-alphabetic scripts, see the respective chapters in the following: D. 
Diringer, The Alphabet, New York 1948; G. R. Driver, Semitic Writing 
from Pictograph to Alphabet3, London 1976; Gelb, A Study of Writingl, 
Chicago 1963. 
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Beginnings of the Alphabet 

2. The Beginnings of the A lphahet 

The origins of the alphabet have intrigued human curiosity since an
cient times. Herodotus, the "Father of History" who lived in the fifth cen
tury B.C" informs us that the knowledge of writing was brought to 
Greece by the Phoenicians and a certain legendary person named 
Kadmos. There was a consensus among ancient historians that the 
Greeks had learned the alphabet from the Phoenicians, but opinions dif
fered as to the origin of the Phoenicians' knowledge of writing. Diodorus 
Siculus and Pliny believed that the Assyrians had introduced writing, 
whereas Plato and Tacitus claimed that it was an Egyptian invention. 
Nineteenth-century scholars revived this debate: the majority adhered to 
the theory of Egyptian and Assyrian origin, but some suggested that the 
alphabet had evolved from the Cypro-Minoan or even the Hittite 
hieroglyphic writing.3 

The turning point that marks the beginning of modern research on the 
origin of the alphabet was Petrie's discovery in 1905 of the temple at 
Serabit el-Khadem on the Sinai peninsula.4 In this temple, dedicated to 
the Egyptian goddess Hathor, and in the turquoise mines nearby, there 
came to light about a score of relatively short inscriptions in a formerly 
unknown script. The script consisted of pictures, but these pictographs 
numbered fewer than thirty, It was soon realized that this was an 
alphabetic - albeit pictographic - script. The first step towards its 
decipherment was made in 1916 by Gardiner, who pointed out that in 
these so-called Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions a certain series of pictures 
recurs several times: ox goad - house - eye - ox goad - cross. He 
suggested that these pictographs have acrophonic values of the equivalent 
Canaanite words lamd-bet-(ayin-Iamd-taw, i.e. each picture symbolizes 
not the depicted word, but only its initial sound. Gardiner thus discerned 
the Canaanite word lb(lt "to the Jady" (Fig. 16, PI. l:A).s The word b(lt 

3. 	 For more detailed discussions, see bibliography in n. 2. 
4. 	 W. M. Flinders Petrie, Researches in Sinai, London 1906. pp. 129-132. 
5. 	 A. Gardiner, The Egyptian Origin of the Semitic Alphabet, JEA 3 (1961), 

pp. 1-16. 
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+ 
Fig. 16. The word (l)btlt in the Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions 

is an epithet of a Canaanite goddess, probably to be identified with Egyp
tian Hathor. Since then, there have been further attempts at deciphering 
on the basis of different axioms concerning the language in which tHese 
inscriptions were assumed to have been written. Thus, for example, Van 
den Branden tried to read the Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions as a South 
Semitic dialect akin to the language that appears on South Arabian 
monuments.6 However, it is generally thought that these texts were writ
ten in Canaanite, and efforts to decipher them are for the most part based 
on our knowledge of Canaanite in the second millennium B.C., in which 
U garitic is of key importance. 

Albright, whose decipherment is based mainly on the Ugaritic 
vocabulary and grammar, believed that he could identify twenty-three of 
the probable twenty-seven letters of this script (Fig. 17).7 His decipher
ment is based on other axioms too: that these texts are votive inscriptions 
dedicated to a certain goddess called here Ba(alat, and that the people 
who wrote them were Canaanite or West Semitic miners employed by the 
Egyptians in the turquoise mines at Serabit el-Khadem. Despite some 
readings which are indisputably correct, it would be premature to state 
that the Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions have been satisfactorily deciphered. 
However, these texts include quite a large number of pictographs which 
were definitively identified as the original forms of the Phoenician letters. 
Thus the main importance of this discovery is the contribution which 
these inscriptions make to the origin and the early history of the alphabet. 

6. 	 A. van den Branden. Les inscriptions protosinai'tiques.Oriens Antiquus 1 
(1962), pp. 197-214. 

7. 	 W. F. Albright, The Proto-Sinaitic Inscriptions and their Decipherment, 
(H<arvard Theological Studies, XXII), Cambridge (Mass.) 1966. 
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Now, the question arises: Did these West Semitic workers or slaves in 
Sinai invent the first alphabetic writing? For some decades after the dis
covery, the answer was positive. Scholars believed that these Semites, 
who were in daily contact with Egyptian writing, improved it and restrict
ed it to uniconsonantal signs, thereby inventing the alphabetic system of 

Ph.". Schem"ti.t Meo.ning ofE'a.rly L.tE",..ly North [",.Iy SQuth 
ter Nam.,For".,Value west SernLtle 5emlUe Names 

'd'5 /j.. (IIrtJ.) ~(l'tJ.) >4IpI:J rt (14",,,,e) ox·head 
o (17th) k1 (13th)0 tJb b~t-n house 

g "" (H;tJ,) >(r;u},) 1r gCLml' throw-stic.k 
d. CI .4 (loth) R (Jo.ntlne)...:>11 di99 fish 

-=- ..::::::.Ii ~ N(Jo.ntme) ?? ? 
~(IOtJ.) h~(?)h Inan col/inC{ ~ ~ Y r(loth)-of <D (1' ~6ed f~ry) W~(YldW)w n'lace 

Z ?f(I"th) L (10th) Z 'te (1'I-)? 
TIl (Iill) a(IOl") ~J he(t-)m: f3/:I fence (?) 

~ (ramme) ba.( 1b ~ i hank of yarn? 
splndle?/I::) (roti) lflCotl.)? te(t-)t fB 

y ;:;. (r3t11) 1(loth) }' (or'9 w) 'jo.d a.rm14 *" ~(17U,) UlQ3~k palm\!.U \l.I kappn r1 
? (Jlj.t~) d (13th)( la mol~ ox-goad7Pt..P 1 l" (Jo.,"""e) 

A~ ... 'V\ AA (1!;tJ,) ~ (13th)l"I'I mem~~ (9tJ.) ~ (St),) wo.ter 
n ~r-r- na~s-<(lJi.tl.) ~ Q:ztl.) t., ~ r sna.ke 

(Somk.?)=F(IOth)S ?? *~ 
r ~ .:::::>. 0 '::~n.o (12tl!)O~oth) eye 
g .() ga ( ) 6 (15tJ,) 1l 1) (J~",",e) ? 

) (loth) corner?pl>t-(7]p o 0Ibdl 
~(Iot.h) !?a(d~) pLanti"" :, ~'f~/? 

? ?? B ?4
~(14~) ?uoo)Cf.:'8 qu(p-)¢ 4> (Jo.II1me) ?'l «(loth-14th)r no.Js~) ( ~ J> head of mOon 
3 (13th) W(lOth)W tahh- Composlte bow) ~S!! 

n n n n (Jo.rnl'llf) ??S ? 
t8(to.",) o..... ner's marKX -t (:itU'l\me)+ X (131.1)1t 

Fig. 17. Albright's chart of letters in the Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions 
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writing. In addition, there were scholars who tried to relate this script to 
the Israelites, who after the Exodus lived for a generation in the Sinai 
peninsula.s Nowadays these romantic views are no longer accepted. 
There are at least three short pictographic inscriptions of the same type 
which were found in Palestinian sites - Shechem (Fig. 18), Gezer (Fig. 
19, Pl. 1: B), and Lachish (Fig. 20) - and which antedate the corpus of 
the Proto-Sinaitic texts. The latter are dated to c. 1500 B.C., whereas the 
above-mentioned three Palestinian inscriptions seem to belong to the 

Fig. 18. Early Proto-Canaanite inscription 
from Shechem 

Fig. 19. Early Proto-Canaanite letters 
(klb) on a potsherd from Gezer 

Fig. 20. Early Proto-C anaanite letters 
on a dagger from Lachish 

8. H. Grimme, Aithebriiische Inschriften vom Sinai, Hannover 1923. 
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seventeenth and sixteenth centuries.9 The pictographs on the Palestinian 
inscriptions are drawn realistically, whereas the same symbols in the 
Serabit el-Khadem texts are more schematized. Further schematization 
can be traced in other Palestinian pictographic inscriptions from the thir
teenth and twelfth centuries B.C. Thus we are inclined to conclude that 
although the Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions form a relatively large group, they 
are an integral part of the corpus of the early alphabetic inscriptions 
called Proto-Canaanite. 

Apart from the pictures representing the consonantal. signs b, 1, { 
(fricative pharyngal) and t, the following pictographs can be identified 
with certainty: ) (plosive laryngal, the first consonant of the word) alp 
"ox"), w ( waw - "peg"), y (yod - "hand"), k (kaf- "palm"), m (mem 

"water"), n (na~as "snake") and r (ros "head"). It seems likely 
that not all the pictographs represented acrophonic values. However, 
bearing in mind that from these pictographs there evolved the Phoenician 
letters, on the one hand, and the South Arabian script, on the other, we 
can often identify the original form of additional letters as they appear in 
the middle of the second millennium (Fig. 17). In fact, the development of 
the Proto-Canaanite pictographs into linear letters can be traced in the 
later Proto-Canaanite and early Phoenician inscriptions. 

The chief importance of the Proto-Canaanite and Proto-Sinaitic in
scriptions is their contribution to the history of writing. However, since 
their decipherment, particularly that of the earlier texts, cannot be con
sidered conclusive, they cannot be taken as data for the Canaanite 
language spoken in the second millennium. The sources for such informa
tion should be sought in records written in other scripts. In this period, 
Akkadian was a lingua franca which various peoples used for the pur
poses of communication. At Tell el-Amarna in Egypt, letters sent from 
Canaanite rulers to Pharaohs Amenhotep and Akhenaton were found. 
These letters were written in Akkadian, but Canaanite words in 
cuneiform script were frequently included. Thus these syllabic transcrip
tions of Canaanite words are of prime importance for the vocalization of 
the Canaanite language as early as the fourteenth century B.C. From the 

9. 	 Cf. Albright (above, n. 7), p. 10; F. M. Cross, The Origin and Early Evolu
tion of the Alphabet, El 8 (1967), p. 10*; JR, No. L 
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hundreds of Akkadian documents found at Mari, scholars concluded that 
the inhabitants of the city were West Semites ("Amorites" or "East 
Canaanites"). The Canaanite proper names and certain other words that 
occur in these texts throw some light on the West Semitic language 
spoken in the eighteenth century B.C. Even Egyptian documents men
tioning Canaanite towns and rulers add to our knowledge. However, the 
main source is the corpus of texts found at Ugarit. lO 

frf f ~ TIT> t- Fig. 21. Cuneiform alphabetic script from Ugarit 

nr t.-y if' > rt-y 
1!-r{4.rr!~ rrr >
~L~>T 

, r~A.~Tm b-flf 

fITr;...TfITr m>rij 


l1<rA..m~1 F fITDj 


10. 	 See W. L. Moran, The Hebrew Language in its Northwest Semitic 
Background, BANE, pp. 59-84; H. B. Huffmon, Amorite Personal Names in 
the Mari Texts, Baltimore 1965; J. C. Greenfield, Amurrite, Ugaritic and 
Canaanite, Proceedings oj the International Coriference ojSemitic Studies, 
Jerusalem 1969, pp. 92-101. Since 1975 thousands of clay tablets from the 
third millennium B.C. have been discovered in Ebla (Tell Mardikh in North 
Syria). About 80% are in Sumerian, the others are in a Semitic language. 
While Pettinato and Dahood believe that the latter is West Semitic (Old 
Canaanite), Gelb and others maintain that it is an East Semitic dialect, i.e. 
closer to Akkadian. See I. J. Gelb, Thoughts about Ibla: A Preliminary 
Evaluation, Monographic Journals oj the Near East, Syro-Mesopotamia 
Studies 1/1 (May 1977), pp. 3-30. 

er- t>:I:-~>r 0- .(f.o..iTf ~ bo-

Fig. 22. Cuneiform alphabetic script from 
Beth-Shemesh 
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Since 1928 systematic archaeological excavations have been carried 
out at Ras-Shamra on the Mediterranean coast of North Syria. The 
archives found at that site indicate that in the fourteenth and thirteenth 
centuries a city named Ugarit flourished here. In addition to the Akka
dian syllabic cuneiform tablets, many tablets were inscribed with a 
cuneiform script comprising a limited number of signs. This is an 
alphabetic cuneiform script, which adapted the techniques of cuneiform 
writing - i.e. clay tablets and stylus - to the alphabetic principle (Fig. 
21). In Ugarit, thirty cuneiform characters were used to write letters, ad
ministrative documents and literary works: the last are a most important 
source for Canaanite mythology and poetry.ll It seems likely that the use 
of the alphabetic cuneiform script was not restricted to Ugarit. Such texts 
were also found in some sites in Palestine, such as Beth Shemesh (Fig. 
22), Ta(anach (Fig. 23) and Nahal Tavor (Fig. 24); however, these belong 

Fig. 23. Cuneiform alphabetic text from Ta'anach 

~ b=-:7~. ".. :-=·.~t.·"":.··~;~ 
..~ ~ XX m7W1; ~XI VW ~~itj:~.:'·'·: .>~~ WV . 

Fig. 24. Cuneiform alphabetic text from Nal).al Tavor 

11. C. H. Gordon, Ugarilic Textbook, Rome 1965. 
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to the thirteenth and twelfth centuries B.C.12 Cross suggests the following 
schema for the general ordering of the early alphabetic texts: 13 

I. 	 The Proto-Canaanite Texts 
(a) Old Palestinian, 17th-12th centuries B.C. 
(b) Proto-Sinaitic, 15th century B.C. 

II. 	 Canaanite Cuneiform Texts 
(a) Ugaritic, 14th-13th centuries B.C. 
(b) Palestinian, 13th-12th centuries B.C. 

As mentioned above (p. 11), the earliest evidence for the present-day 
alphabetic sequence was found at Ugarit, where the thirty cuneiform 
alphabetic letters were inscribed on clay tablets. The transcription of one 
of these tablets is as follows (Fig. 25): 

)a 	b g Q d h w z l:t t y k s I 
mdn+s{p~qrt 
gt)i)us

2 

t+-It f l Ut t= ~f ~4. r-S4 ff ~<Yt nr 
~~~~VTt::IT~~ ., 
~~~nrtY~ 

Fig. 25. An abecedary from Ugarit 

The number of letters from 'ea) to t is twenty-seven; these are the original 
letters. (According to Albright's reconstruction, the original Proto

12. 	See JR, No.3; D. R. Hillers, An Alphabetic Cuneiform Tablet from 
Taanach, BASOR 173 (1964), pp. 45-50; F. M. Cross, The Canaanite 
Cuneiform Tablet from Taanach, BASOR 190 (1968), pp. 41-46. See also J. 
Teixidor in J. B. Pritchard, Sarepta, Philadelphia 1975, pp. 102-104. 

13. Cross (above, n. 9), p. 12*. 
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Canaanite alphabet consisted of the same consonantal system.) The last 
three letters were presumably added at a later stage: ) altif+i and) alef+u 

were introduced in order to distinguish in writing between the three 
possibilities of vocalization (whereas the original) alef became) aleJ+a); 

the last letter was used only in foreign words, e.g. S2S2W (= Phoenician ss; 
Hebrew sws; Aramaic sws/ - "horse"). The Phoenician alphabet omits 
five letters: b, 8, d., ~ and g and thus consists of twenty-two letters, which 
were also adopted by the Hebrew and Aramaic scripts. As early as the 
thirteenth century B.C., the South Canaanite dialect, which was written in 
the Proto-Canaanite script, dropped these consonants from its 
phonemic system: g became z; b > ~; ~ > ~ and g > (; the consonant 
t became s, but the letter designating t was preserved and thus the 
later letter for s (formerly t) came between rand t in the alphabetic 
sequence. 

In order to understand these phonetic changes we shall discuss briefly 
the Semitic phonemic system (Fig. 26). The ancient South Arabian 
dialects have twenty-nine consonants. This is the richest Semitic con
sonantal system. The reconstructed Proto-Semitic language, which may 
have been the ancestor of all Semitic languages, is considered to have the 
same twenty-nine consonants. Classical Arabic has twenty-eight conso
nants. Thus six Arabic letters have no equivalents in the Phoenician, 
Hebrew and Aramaic alphabets; these are'!" (t), t (lJ), ~ (d.), J; (~), ~(<;l) 

and t. (g). However, classical Arabic lacks one letter which does exist in 
South Arabian. The latter has three sibilants ~, :{ and I, whereas in 
classical Arabic there are only two: IJ' (s) and J- (8). 

As languages evolve, there is a tendency for phonemes to become 
assimilated. In the South Canaanite dialect and in Phoenician, five conso
nants assimilated with another five. For instance, the Proto-Semitic word 
for "land" ) rtf (=Arabic ~,;I) became ) r$ <y,l't) in Phoenician and Hebrew, 
while in Aramaic it was written as ) rq) (NP'N) and later) r{) (NY'N); ;1 
"shadow": Arabic;l (~), Hebrew $1 ('~), Aramaic {Il) (l't';U). The Proto
Semitic root of certain words can be reconstructed on the basis of Arabic, 
but if the root does not occur in Arabic, the reconstruction can be based 
on Hebrew and Aramaic. Words written in Hebrew with z and in 
Aramaic with d stem from the original g, e.g. Hebrew zrw( (Y"T) and 
Aramaic) dr( (y"l't), both indicating "arm"; or the original t became sin 
Hebrew and t in Aramaic, e.g. "three" in Hebrew is 'SIs (W;W) and in 
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Fig. 26. Phonemic systems in West and South Semitic: 1. Proto-Semitic; 2. Proto
Canaanite; 3. South Arabic; 4. Arabic; 5. Phoenician; 6. Hebrew; 7. Aramaic 
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Aramaic tit (n;n), while Arabic preserved the form III (.!..l: ),14 (See below, 
chapter IV, pp. 54 ff.). 

Albright suggested the following readings and translations for two of 
the Serabit el-Khadem inscriptions (Fig. 27): 

No. 349 
L 	)nt 4 t( Thou, 0 offerer, 
2. 	 rb nqbnm tI(] (or) chief miner, an offering 
3. 	 !rkm Ib(lt prepare for Ba(alat 
4. 	 (I )~n 4 It l] on behalf of ) Al]ena - 0 offerer - an offering 
5. 	 ( let lbn{h )] of a wild ewe. On behalf of [his] son 
6. {Iyil( t{n 4 tl [Eli]sha(?) gi[ve, 0 offer]er, 
7. 	 ( c( t [(b( It] a wild ewe for [Ba(alat]Y 

No. 357 
Vertical line: l nt Lpn dkm /) bb mn 8 
Horizontal line: sm( ) mr) rb ({prm] 

Thou, 0 Shaphan, collect from )Ababa eight minas (of turquoise) 
Shimea, groom of the chief of car[avaneers(?)].16 

Whereas in the early Proto-Canaanite (including Proto-Sinaitic) in
scriptions, the readings and interpretations of texts are very conjectural, 
we stand on rather more solid ground when dealing with the later inscrip
tions. Thus the inscription painted on the shoulder of a decorated ewer 
found at Lachish was read and interpreted by Cross as follows (Fig. 28): 

mtn. sy {Irb]ty lit 

Mattan. An offering to my Lady )Elat. 17 

The offering or tribute was no doubt the decorated ewer itself, and 
perhaps its contents, presented to the temple of the goddess IElat in 
Lachish by a certain Mattan. The word sy (etymologicallY; in the Proto

14. 	S. Moscati et alii, An Introduction to the Comparative Grammar of the 
Semitic Languages, Wiesbaden 1964, pp. 22-45. 

15. 	Albright (above, n. 7), p. 18. 
16. 	 Ibid., p. 23. 
17. 	F. M. Cross, The Evolution of the Proto-Canaanite Alphabet, BASOR 134 

(1954), pp. 20-21; idem (above. n. 9), p. 16*; IR, No.4. 
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Fig. 27. Two inscriptions from Serabit el-Khadem 

Sinaitic inscriptions l( [?] and in Ugaritic l(Y) "tribute, offering" occurs 
also in the Old Testament. In the fifteenth century the sign in question 
(composite bow) was used - according to Albright and Cross - for t 
and s; by the thirteenth century, the shift t/5>8 had taken place in South 
Canaanite. 
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In the Beth Shemesh ostracon, probably from the very beginning of the 
twelfth century B.C., Cross read (in vertical columns) the following name 
list (Fig. 29): 

(obv. 1) [<z) ~ (2) ) bskr (rev. 3) gm(n (4) ~nn 
Belonging to <Uzzeal}, Abisakr, Gum(an (and) l;Iannun.18 

Fig. 28. A 13th-century B.C. 
Proto-Canaanite text on the 

Lachish Ewer 

F:~-:.):~: r:~ 
1,':" ,••,'-'. ")' 1. ~ '1 
~.... \:\ ~ \:... '':::::,/, 

"-/' ' ~.../
r' /) 

\0' " ...... " ·i u,~j .I .r \\ 
L.-~'"'' /' it\ t

<" '/\" ,,' J. ., ': J\'\,., .:'" ,'" '- ""'1\.> \.\' I I- ..,~i' 
(,\.~"\-"':>I' l .,
'.·~'\'''.. '·h·,t) ---.....,-, , 

\: \) A \'-' 
, ./ I' :0:-/ " ."",,'.J ". --.,

..,J ! ...., I I' r-' 
/( ;;~1(.~.j '\ )
'/T~" r ')"\. "'--...\.

(/A"oJ 11 f::;:::::::;' ,1 

-.......... "-1 "":::'.:... 
 tl, 

',r"'---"",; ; 
.'",,' 

Fig. 29. Proto-Canaanite text on 

18. Cross (above, n. 9). pp. 17·-18". 

'J'''--'''''\---..." "~'.'~~.r( ....... ', ~ 


l/'···~ c.:J} 
I' f\";'" \ }...---...,
\ \)~r ;": ~.. ,I
t..~/--'<'

/-'"\

( /) . 

I c.....:.-. I 

\,/'


1:-
C::-:.S.J 

'J' 

"""-) 
 ::-... 
<~-

an ostracon from Beth-Shemesh 
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The first name <Uzzi)a},I contains the word )a~ "brother" (used here as a 
tbeophoric element). ) a~ - etymological ) a~ (cf. Arabic) - occurs here 
with the sign for I}, as in Phoenician and Hebrew, whereas, according to 
Albright, the same element in the proper name )~n )AlJena in the 
Sera bit el-Khadem inscription No. 349 is written with Q. 

On an inscribed bowl fragment recently found at Qubur el-Walaydah 
in the north-western Negev (near Tell el-Far(ah), the preserved letters 
were dated by Cross to c. 1200 B.C. and read as follows (Fig. 30, PI. 
l:C): 

'8mp(1. ly) /.'8. 10 (1) 

Simi-pa (al (son of) IIyya-IEI 10 (1) sheep (or sheqe1s).t9 


Fig. 30. A fragmentary Proto-Canaanite inscription on a bowl from Qubur el-Walaydah 

The text is written from left to right, with vertical strokes dividing between 
the words. Note that in the inscription on the Lachish ewer (Fig. 28) 
the first word mtn is separated from the rest of the text by three vertically 
placed dots, and that both word-dividers are common in the archaic 
Greek writing. 20 

The ostracon found at Izbet Sartah, 3 km. east of Tel Aphek, is the 
largest inscribed item in the scant corpus of late Proto-Canaanite inscrip

19. 	F. M. Cross, Newly Found Inscriptions in Old Canaanite and Early Phoeni
cian Script, BASOR 238 (1980), pp. 2-4. 

20. 	J. Naveh. Word Division in West Semitic Writing, IEJ 23 (1973), p. 206, 
and n. 8. 
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, >e~
J;. , /)/-/9f;/ 

~'JJ'-' -
?hy rR? +9".J 

Gl~r ~ 'J.) 819-1-0 E 
~~r(7E)82f~!~~0 

Fig. 31. The ostracon from Izbet Sartah 

tions (Fig. 31). It contains more than eighty letters in five lines written by 
an unskilled hand. This inscription seems to have been scratched by a 
semi-literate person who, after a rather unsuccessful attempt at writing an 
abecedary, merely etched an agglomeration of random letters which do 
not comprise a text in any Semitic language. This ostracon is to be dated 
to the twelfth century B.C.21 

In the four above-mentioned inscriptions from Lachish, Beth Shemesh, 
Qubur el-Walaydah and Izbet Sartah, as well as in the other thirteenth
and twelfth-century inscriptions, the evolution of the former pictographs 
into linear letters is clearly discernible. This process can be followed in the 
later Proto-Canaanite inscriptions. On four arrow-heads found at el
Khader near Bethlehem the following text was written in vertical columns 
(Fig. 32): 

h$ (bdlb)t 

The dart of (Abdlabi) at.22 

21. 	J. Naveh, Some Considerations on the Ostracon from Izbet Sartah, IEJ 28 
(1978), pp. 31-35; Cross (above, n. 19), pp. 8-15. 

22. J. T. Milik and F. M. Cross, Inscribed Javelin Heads from the Period of the 
Judges, RASOR 134 (1954), pp. 5-15; Cross (above, n. 9), pp. 13"'-16*, 
IR, No.7. 
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Fig. 32. The inscribed arrow-heads from el-Khader 
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On the fifth inscribed arrow-head the letters follow each other horizon
tally from right to left and the text reads as follows: 

(bdlb) t / bn( nt 

(Abdlabeat (son of) Ben(anat. 23 

The name (Abd-labi) at means "servant of the Lion-lady" (i.e. the goddess 
(Anat). 

The el-Khader arrow-heads are presumably from the late twelfth cen
tury B.C. Four more arrow~heads found at various sites in Lebanon 
probably date from the eleventh century B.C. Two of these appear to be 
Proto-Canaanite, while the other two are written in Phoenician script. 
The two which bear respectively the inscriptions QS grb( I / ~dny and h~ ri 
/ bn yhs can be dated to the early or mid-eleventh century (Fig. 33); the 

c~ ~ 


< ~ ~ ~ ~ ::=::;:. 

~ 

\f\;Q~~< -------------
FMC 

Fig. 33. Inscribed arrow-heads from the first half of 
the 11 th century B.C. 

23. Cross (above. n. 19). pp. 4-7. 
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inscribed arrow-heads found at Biqa( (h/i zkrbrlJ / bn bn(n/tl) and 
Ruweisah (h$ )d) / bn (ky) should be dated to the late eleventh century 
(Fig. 34). In the former, the stances of some letters had not yet been 
stabilized; this means that the pictographic conception still existed.24 

003=-------~ 


Fig. 34. Inscribed arrow-head from Biqa' 

Two eleventh-century fragmentary inscriptions come respectively from 
Nora in Sardinia and Tekke near Knossos in Crete. The stele fragment 
from Nora was first published in 1890 (CIS, I, 145), but only recently did 
Cross note that the text runs in ooustrophedon (Fig. 35). In the first 

Fig. 35. The Nora fragment 

24. See Cross (above. n. 9), pp. 19*-23· and bibliography there. 
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sinistrograde line there can be read Fn. p (II "there is no one to do" or 
"there is no deed". In addition to the boustrophedal writing, some letters 
still preserve their pictographic shape; note in particular the (ayin with its 
central dot, indicating the pupil of the eye. The Nora fragment is the 
oldest West Semitic inscription found in the Western Mediterranean; it 
should be dated to the first half of the eleventh century and labelled as a 
Proto-Canaanite inscription. 25 

The other early West Semitic inscription is inscribed on the shoulder of 
a bronze bowl recently unearthed at Tekke near Knossos. It should be 
dated to the late eleventh century B.C., i.e. it is an early Phoenician in
scription, which can be read with Cross as follows (Fig. 36): 

ks sm( bn I l[ 

The cup of Sema( son of L[ 26 


-,~........ 


~~ s. , 01:-' t f 9'<-r'r!J ~ W t~ ~ 
Fig. 36. Inscribed bronze bowl from Crete 

Although the two above-mentioned inscriptions from Sardinia and Crete 
are fragmentary, their texts are sufficient to indicate that as early as the 
eleventh century B.C. there were cultural contacts between Canaan and 
the Western Mediterranean. This new evidence seems to corroborate the 
theory of the early adoption (i.e. c. 1100 B.C.) of the alphabet by the 
Greeks, which will be discussed below (pp. I 75 ff.). 

25. F. 	M. Cross, Leaves from an Epigraphist's Notebook, CBQ 36 (1974), pp. 
490-493; idem, Early Alphabetic Scripts, Symposia Celebrating the 75th 
Anniversary of the Founding of the American Schools ofOriental Research, 
I, Cambridge (Mass.) 1979, pp. 103-104. 

26. 	M. Sznycer, L'inscription phenicienne de Tekke, pres de Cnossos, Kadmos 
18 (1979), pp. 89-93; Cross (above, n. 19), pp. 15-17. 
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For reasons of space we have discussed only the most important texts 
and have not mentioned all the Proto-Canaanite inscriptions known to 
date. Certain inscriptions which are usually treated in this context have 
been intentionally omitted because they do not belong to the Proto
Canaanite series. These are the inscriptions from Tell el- (Ajjul (ancient 
Gaza), Kamid el-Loz and Tell Jisr.27 

The characteristics of the Proto-Canaanite script can be summarized in 
four points: 

(1) 	It was invented c. 1700 B.C. by Canaanites who had some knowledge 
of Egyptian writing. 

(2) The number 	of letters representing the consonantal system was in
itially twenty-seven. By the thirteenth century it was reduced to 
twenty-two. 

(3) The signs were pictographs and most 	had acrophonic values. These 
evolved into linear letters. 

(4) The pictographic conception permitted writing in any direction: from 
right to left, from left to right, in vertical columns and even horizon
tal or vertical boustrophedon. Vertical writing effectively disappear
ed c. 1100. 

When the stances of the twenty-two linear letters became wholly 
stabilized and were written only horizontally from right to left, the ter
minology changes: the script is no longer called Proto-Canaanite, but 

Phoenician. The transition took place in the mid-eleventh century B.C. 
The Phoenician script is a direct offshoot of the Proto-Canaanite. 
However, two other scripts evolved from the latter: the Proto-Arabian c. 
1300, and the Archaic Greek script c. 1100 B.C. Both scripts preserved 
the pictographic conception, being written either left to right or right to 
left or in boustrophedon (the South Arabic script could even be written in 
vertical columns). These scripts will be dealt with below. 

27. See the discussions of G. Garbini, Storia e problemi deU'epigrafia semitiea, 
NapoJi 1979, pp. 94-98; Cross, Early Alphabetic Scripts (above, n. 25), pp. 
98-101. 
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III. THE SOUTH SEMITIC SCRIPTS 


Thousands of monumental inscriptions were found on the Arabian 
Peninsula, mainly in its south-western part (PI. 2:A). These inscriptions, 
many of which are skilfully carved in relief, come from the area of the an
cient kingdoms of Saba, Ma(in, Qataban, Ausan and Hadramauth. 
Although there were variations between the dialects spoken in these 
regions in antiquity, notably between the Sabaean and the other dialects, 1 

the scripts show hardly any local characteristics. 
The latest Old South Arabic monumental inscriptions date from the 

sixth century A.D. However, scholars have no definitive answer to the 
problem of the earliest appearance of these inscriptions. There are two 
main theories: Albright and other scholars believe that the earliest Old 
South Arabic inscriptions belong to the eighth century B.C.;2 another 
school, represented mainly by Jacqueline Pirenne, gives a later date, i.e. 
the fifth century B.C. The different views are determined by different at
titudes and preferences with regard to the available data. Whereas the 
earlier date is based on a small number of finds which were uncovered in 
systematic excavations, Jacqueline Pirenne pointed out that the Old 
South Arabian culture absorbed Graeco-Persian influences which could 
have penetrated into this region only in the fifth century B.C. and later.) 

1. 	 K. Conti Rossini, Chrestomathia arabica meridionalis epigraphica, Rome 
1931; A. F. L Beeston, A Descriptive Grammar of Epigraphic South 
Arabian, London 1962. 

2. 	 W. F. Albright, A Note of Early Sabaean Chronology, BASOR 143 (1956), 
pp. 9-10; G. W. Van Beek, South Arabian History and Archaeology, BANE, 
pp. 300-326. 

3. 	 J. Pirenne, La Grece et Saba, Paris 1955. 
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Jacqueline Pirenne also published a detailed study on the palaeography of 
the Old South Arabic scripts. Her typological and chronological conclu
sions are based on the relations between the height and width of the 
letters, on the one hand, and, on the other, the shape of the feet of the 
letters.4 However, the claim that such features can provide satisfactory 
dates is not convincing. The available material does not consist of cursive 
writing, but only of monumental lapidary inscriptions. Moreover, the Old 
South Arabic writing hardly underwent any changes during a millennium. 
It is, therefore, very difficult to substantiate a system of dating. 

This type of writing was not limited to South Arabia only. Some in
scriptions were discovered in Babylonia, from Ur in the South to Nippur 
in the North (Fig. 37). These so-called "Chaldaean" inscriptions were 

)<] 

'Fig. 37. ,A South Arabic inscription from Ur 

dated to the seventh century B.C. on the basis of the archaeological finds 
unearthed together with them.s At Tell el-Kheleifeh, near Elath, two Old 
South Arabic letters were discovered on a jar from the eighth or seventh 
century B.C. (Fig. 38). These letters were considered as Minaean (from 
Ma{in), but according to Albright they are Proto-Dedanic (Dedan, or 
modern EVUla, was an oasis in North Arabia).6 

4. 	 J. Pirenne, PaJeographie des inscriptions sud-arabes, I, Paris 1956. 
S. 	 W. F. Albright, The Chaldean Inscriptions in Proto-Arabic Script. BASOR 

128 (1952), pp. 39-45. 
6. 	 N. Glueck, The First Campaign at Tell el-Kheleifeh (Ezlon-geber), BASOR 

71 (I938), pp. 15-16; Albright (above. n. 5), pp. 43-44. 
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Although some Minaean inscriptions were found in North Arabia, the 
main inscribed material discovered there consists of other types of South 
Semitic writing. In the arid areas surrounding Syria and Palestine, i.e. in 
North Arabia, Transjordan and the Syrian wilderness, thousands of 
Lihyanic, Thamudic and Safaitic inscriptions were found; these are 
generally graffiti inscribed on rock faces by nomadic Arab shepherds of 
the Lihyan, Thamud and Safa tribes. Whereas the Safaitic graffiti were 
found mainly in the Syrian Desert, the Lihyanic and Thamudic inscrip
tions are prevalent in North Arabia and Transjordan. Some Thamudic in
scriptions were also found in Sinai and in the Negev (PI. 2:B). 

Fig. 38. South Arabic 
characters on a jar from 

Tell el-Kheleifeh 
tv 

The dating of these vast numbers of inscriptions is not easy. Winnett 
suggested that the Dedanic script should be dated to the period between 
c. 700 and 450 B.C. and the Lihyanic script to the fifth-early fourth cen
turies B.C. As for the Thamudic scripts, Winnett proposed classifying 
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them in five groups: A) - early fifth century B.C. (followed by 
Lihyanic); B) - third-first centuries B.C.; C) first or second century 
A.D.; D) - third century A.D.; E) third-fourth centuries A.D. Ac
cording to Winnett, Safaitic belongs to the fourth century A.D.7 

Winnett's suggested date for group D is based on a bilingual 
Nabataean-Thamudic D inscription, found in l:Iejra in North Arabia. 
This is a burial inscription of a certain Raqas, the daughter of (Abdma
nutu. The Nabataean text contains various data, including the date 
267 A.D., whereas the Thamudic mentions only the name of the deceased 
(Fig. 39). At any rate, this dated bilingual inscription indicates that 
Thamudic D was used in the third century A.D.s The dating of the other 
groups is not as firmly established as that of group D. For example, 

Fig. 39. The bilingual (Nabataean-Thamudic) inscription from I::iejra 

7. 	 F. V. Winnett, A Study of Lihyanite and Thamudic Inscriptions, Toronto 
1937. 

8. 	 Ibid., pp. 38, 52. 
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Fig. 40. A Lihyanic text mentioning Gashm 

Thamudic B was dated by Winnett on the basis of four letters of this 
group incised on a seal beneath a figure of a mounted elephant. As the 
elephant was the emblem of the Seleucid dynasty, Winnett assumed that 
the Thamudaean artist might have been influenced by the Seleucids in his 
choice of a design.9 Recently, however, a slightly longer Thamudic B in
scription was found in North Sinai, to the west of El- (Arish, inscribed on 
a bowl supported by an archaic Greek winged figure: it can be dated to c. 
500 B.C. (PI. 2:C-D).IO This seems to indicate that people wrote in the 
Thamudic B script as far back as the early Persian period. Winnett's date 
for the Lihyanic script is based on the mention, in a Lihyanic inscription, 
of a certain Gashm, whom he suggests should be identified with Geshem 
the Arab, a contemporary of Nehemiah (Fig. 40),11 

Other attempts have been made to date this epigraphic material, but 
because of the dearth of dated inscriptions (except for the above-men
tioned bilingual one), none of these can be accepted without reserva
tion. At any rate, these Old North Arabian scripts were used for more 
than a millennium. In order to establish more reliable dates for the 
various groups, we shall have to wait until more evidence is obtained, 
mainly through systematic archaeological excavations, which are still 
very limited in Arabia. 

Archaeological surveys carried out in Arabia brought to light various 
graffiti typoligically antedating both above-mentioned types of inscrip

9. Ibid., p. 52. 
10. 	J. Naveh and E. Stern, A Stone Vessel with a Thamudic Inscription, IEJ 24 

(1974), pp. 79-83. 
11. 	Winnett (above, n. 7), p. 51; see also F. V. Winnett and W. L. Reed, Ancient 

Records from North Arabia, Toronto 1970, pp. 115-117. In this book Win
nett changed the classification of the Thamudic script and introduced (p. 70) 
the terms Najdi (former Thamudic B), Hijazi (Thamudic C-D) and Tabuki 
(Thamudic E). 
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tions. 12 Their script, called Proto-Arabic, seems to provide us with letter 
forms of the intermediate stage between Proto-Canaanite, on the one 
hand, and both South and North Arabian, on the other (Fig. 41). It seems 
likely that the Proto-Arabic script evolved from the Proto-Canaanite c. 
1300 B.C., and that both South Semitic writing traditions, that of the 
North and that of the South, branched off f(om Proto-Arabic. 

The South Semitic scripts have twenty-nine letters, whereas Proto
Canaanite, it has been suggested, has only twenty-seven. (See above Fig. 
26 on p. 32). Either early Proto-Canaanite also had twenty-nine letters, 
or, alternatively, it can be assumed that when the ancient Arabs adopted 

Fig. 41. An archaic South Arabian inscription in vertical columns 

12. 	A lamme, Preliminary Report on Epigraphic Research in Northwestern 
Wadi I:Iaq.ramaut and at al-(Abar, BASOR 172 (1963), pp. 41-54. See also 
A. lamme, An Archaic South Arabian Inscription in Vertical Columns, 
BASOR 137 (1955), pp. 32-38; W. F. Albright, The Early South Arabic In
scription in Vertical Columns, BASOR 138 (1955), p. 50. 
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the Proto-Canaanite alphabet, they added two letters to allow for the 
written representation of all the consonants existing in their language. The 
available data is not sufficient to determine which of the two alternatives 
is more feasible. 

The South Semitic scripts remained flexible with regard to the direction 
of writing, a feature which characterized the Proto-Canaanite script. 
Although most of the inscriptions were written from right to left, the 
reverse direction also existed in both the North and the South. Some 
Thamudic inscriptions, mainly Thamudic D, were written in vertical 
columns.13 Horizontal boustrophedal writing was very common in the 
Old South Arabic monumental scripts. Thus any word in the same in
scription could be written with leftward and rightward profiles (e.g. the 
word )dm "slave" was written either ~ ~ iJ. or r'i tel ~) depending on 
the direction of the line. Given the length of South Arabic monumenta1 in
scriptions which covered huge walls, the use of boustrophedon was vir
tually inevitable; the reader had to walk several yards in order to read a 
line, but he could read the next line when he retraced his steps and thus he 
could continue walking and reading. 

The modern offshoot of the South Semitic writing is Ethiopic which 
evolved from the Old South Arabic script. The South Arabians probably 
introduced this script into nearby Africa, just across the Bab el-Mandeb 
straits. The consonantal system of Ethiopic is not as rich as that of South 
Arabic. Five Old South Arabic letters do not exist in the Ethiopic script: 
~ (S3)' X (1), 11 (g) and 8 (~); d > z, but instead of X (the South 
Arabian sign of z) the letter for d ( H ) survived and came to stand for z. 
Thus of the twenty-nine South Arabic letters only twenty-four survived, 
but two additional letters were added: p and pS (South Arabic ¢ 

designated 0. 14 

Initially, the Ethiopic script was as consonantal as any other Semitic 
writing. However, in the fourth century A.D., a specific Ethiopian system 

13. 	 See above (n. 12), Jamme and Albright on a South-Arabian inscription in 
vertical columns, which according to Albright should be dated to the tenth or 
ninth century B.C. 

14. 	 S. Moscati et aI., An Introduction to the Comparative Grammar of the 
Semitic Languages, Wiesbaden 1964. 
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of vocalization was invented. In the kingdom of Aksum at this period, 
both consonantal and syllabic (vocalized) Old Ethiopian scripts were 
used. In the syllabic writing the vowel which follows each consonant is 
represented by a slight modification of the basic character. These minor 
changes indicated whether a certain consonant was to be vocalized by u, 
i, a, e, 0, or was to remain unvocalized; the original letter forms stand for 
the consonant+a. Thus the Ethiopic alphabet consists of seven series of 
twenty-six letters (Fig. 42). Another feature of the Ethiopic script is that it 
was written from left to right. 15 

The order of the letters in the Ethiopic alphabet differs from that found 
in the West Semitic alphabet. It seems likely that the Ethiopic order 
follows an ancient tradition. Excavations carried out in Timna (, the 
capital of the Qatabanian kingdom, at a level dated to about 300 B.C., 
revealed a pavement some blocks of which were marked by South Arabic 
letters. These were mason's marks made to identify stones which had to 
be placed in a particwar position in the pavement. No letter is repeated in 
the series, and it is clear that they were used as serial numbers to indicate 
the position of the stones in relation to each other. The successive letters 
on adjacent stone slabs form an order that is similar, but not identical, to 
the Ethiopic alphabetic order. This discovery may perhaps indicate that 
the Ethiopic letter order follows an Old South Arabian tradition. As to 
the reason for this particular sequence of letters, it might be partly ex
plained by the similarity in the shapes of the letters, but there may well be 
another reason, unknown to us, which caused the older Proto-Canaanite 
letter order to fall into disuse. 16 

15. 	A. Dillmann, Ethiopic Grammar, London 1907; E. Ullendorf, Studies in the 
Ethiopic Syllabary, Africa 21 (1951), pp. 207-217. 

16. 	A. M. Honeyman, The Letter-Order of the Semitic Alphabets in Africa and 
the Near East, Africa 22 (1952), pp. 136-147. 
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Fig. 43. The inscription of Yel)imilk from Byblos 

Fig. 44. The inscription of Eliba'a1 from Byblos 
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IV. THE WEST SEMITIC SCRIPTS 

Three alphabetic scripts which had evolved from a common ancestor 
were used in Syria-Palestine in the first millennium B.C.: Phoenician, 
Hebrew and Aramaic. Initially, they were national scripts of equal status, 
but in the course of time, each played a different role in history. Whereas 
Phoenician had a normal development as a national script, the use of the 
Hebrew script was restricted and that of the Aramaic was greatly expand
ed when Aramaic became an international means of communication. In 
this chapter we shall describe the main phases in the development of each 
script and its specific characteristics. We shall look at the scripts of the 
peoples which adopted one of the three writing traditions, and then 
discuss the changeover of scripts that were used by the Jews. As the 
history of the Aramaic script is much more complex than that of its two 
sister-scripts, we shall follow its course only up to the third century B.C. 
Later Aramaic writing and its various derivatives will be dealt with in the 
next chapter. 

1. The Phoenician Script 

The script called Phoenician is the direct descendant of Proto
Canaanite. The new term designates that script which took shape from 
about 1050 B.C., when the twenty-two letters of the later Proto
Canaanite dropped all pictographic features. From the mid-eleventh cen
tury onwards, we deal with stabilized, linear letters written in right-to-Ieft, 
horizontal lines - this is the Phoenician script; its less developed an
cestor is termed Proto-Canaanite (see above, pp. 23 ff.), The inscription 
on the Al}.iram sarcophagus from c. 1000 B.C. and the tenth-century in
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scriptions of YelJimilk (Fig. 43), Abiba(al, Eliba(al (Fig. 44) and 
Shifpba (ai, all from Byblos, l are good examples of the early forms of the 
Phoenician letters. 

In the tenth and ninth centuries B.C., the Phoenician language and 
script enjoyed a certain international status. In the late ninth century, 
Kilamu bar I:Iaya, king ofYadi-Sam)al (modern Zenjirli on the border of 
Cilicia and North Syria, today in Turkey), wrote his monumental inscrip
tion in this language, although Phoenician was not the local tongue.2 The 
name Kilamu is of Anatolian origin. Moreover, although the Aramaic 
word bar, rather than the Canaanite ben is used to indicate the word 
"son", and proper names are written in the Aramaic spelling, the lan
guage of the inscription is pure Phoenician (Fig. 45), Even in the eighth 
century B.C., the Phoenician alphabetic script was used in addition to 
Hittite pictographic writing in Azitawadda's inscription, erected at the 
gateway of Karatepe in Cilicia (Fig. 46).3 In the early first millennium 
B.C., Phoenician was a language of prestige. The Hebrews and th:" 
Aramaeans, who had settled in the area only some two centuries earlier, 
adopted various cultural features, among them the alphabet, from the 
Canaanite or Phoenician inhabitants. Both the Hebrews and the 
Aramaeans began to write in the Phoenician script. At first, their writing 
did not differ from the Phoenician, but in the mid-ninth century the 
Hebrew script began to evolve; in Aramaic inscriptions, on the other 
hand, the earliest, specifically Aramaic features are not discernible 
before the mid-eighth century B.C. 

The Hebrew and the Aramaic alphabets consist only of the twenty-two 
Phoenician letters, notwithstanding the fact that both languages had more 
consonants than the Phoenician tongue. In Hebrew there was sand 
probably a]so g and l}; in Aramaic speech there were Q, f' t and a 
phoneme which evolved from Proto-Semitic Q. Except for the latter 
(which was transliterated in Aramaic by q and later by C), the Hebrews 
and the Aramaeans followed the Phoenicians in using the letters ac
cording to the phonetic shift taking place in Phoenician. So dominant was 

1. See KAI. Nos. 1-8 and bibliography there. 
2. KAI, No. 24. 
3. KAI, No. 26. 
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Fig, 46. Pa f the Phoenician inscription in Karatepe . rt 0 
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was Aramaic writing emancipated from the Phoenician legacy and the 
above-mentioned words began to be written as dhb and tit (see above, pp. 
31 ff. and Fig. 26). 

Peckham's palaeographic study "The Development of the Late Phoeni
cian Scripts" dea1s with the Phoenician inscribed materia1 from the eighth 
century B.C. onwards.4 He assumes that the inscriptions from the tenth 
century (mainly those from Byblos) and from the ninth century (one from 
Nora in Sardinia, an archaic inscription from Cyprus [Figs. 47-48] and 
the above-mentioned stele of Kilamu5) were written in the early Phoeni
cian script. This classification may be corroborated by the fact that, in the 
first two centuries of the first millennium B.C., the Phoenician script was 
also used for writing Hebrew and Aramaic texts. Only from the eighth 
century onward did the Phoenician script cease to be internationa1 and 
became a nationa1 script like Hebrew and Aramaic. 

The Phoenician script is generally divided into three categories: 
Phoenician proper, Punic and Neo-Punic. Punic denotes the script of the 
Phoenician colonies in the western Mediterranean, principally Carthage, 
while Neo-Punic is the script used by the communities in North-west 
Africa which outlived the destruction of Carthage in 146 B.C. This 
geographica1 and chronological division is well suited to the classification 
of the inscriptions, but it is of little value for the purpose of distinguishing 
between the scripts. The script used in Phoenician, Punic and Neo-Punic 
inscriptions was, in fact, standard, with no local variations. Whatever 
anomalies are discernible in the scripts of the Punic and Neo-Punic in
scriptions can easily be explained on stylistic and chronological grounds.6 

There were, however, 10ca1 peculiarities of language; in addition to 
Phoenician proper, there were Byblian, Cyprian, Punic and Neo-Punic 
dia1ects. 7 

4. 	J. B. Peckham, The Development ofthe Late Phoenician Scripts, Cambridge 
(Mass.) 1968. 

5. 	 KAI. Nos. 24, 30, 46. 
6. 	 Peckham (above, n. 4), pp. 223-225. 
7. 	Z. S. Harris, A Grammar of the Phoenician Language, New-Haven 1936; 

J. Friedrich - W. Rallig. Phonizisch-punische Grammatik, Rome 1951; 
S. Segert, A Grammar of Phoenician and Punic, Munich 1976. 
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Fig. 47. The 9th-century B.C. Nora 
inscription 

Fig. 48. Archaic Phoenician inscription from Cyprus 
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Fig. 49. Sth-century D.C. burial inscription of Tabnit king of Sidon 
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Phoenician inscriptions have been found not only in the Phoenician 
heartland, but also in Cilicia, Mesopotamia (PI. 3 :A), Palestine, Egypt 
and other North African lands, in various Mediterranean islands (Cyprus, 
Crete, Malta, Sicily and Sardinia) and in Southern Europe (Greece, Italy, 
France and Spain). A fragmentary inscription found at Nora in Sardinia 
and a dedication on a bowl from Crete belong to the eleventh century 
B.C. (see above. pp. 40 f.); these indicate, at least, an expansion of 
Phoenician sea trade. In addition, however, there were Phoenician settle
ments in most of the territories listed above during the periods that 
produced the various inscriptions. 

The vast majority of the Phoenician, Punic and Neo-Punic inscriptions, 
which include royal memorial stelae and votive and burial inscriptions, 
were carved in stone (Fig. 49). Hence we are acquainted mainly with the 
Phoenician lapidary style. Epigraphic material in ink or paint is relatively 
sparse: a letter found at Saqqarah in Egypt written on papyrus in the 
sixth century B.C. (PI. 4);8 a c. 500 B.C. ink inscription written on both 
sides of a stone slab found at Kition in Cyprus (PI. 3:B);9 some short 
fifth-century texts inscribed in ink on jars found at Elephantine in Upper 
Egypt (Pl. 5:A)jlO some inscribed jars and sherds from Egypt (PI. 3:C),1l 
Cyprus12 and Palestine (Shiqmona and Bat-Yam [Fig. 50]);13 seven 

Fig. 50. The jar-inscription lb'/#~ from ",~!.)I
Bat-Yam 

8. KAI, No. 50. 
9. KAI, No. 37. 

10. 	M. Lidzbarski, Phonizische und aramiiische Krugaujschriften aus Elephan
tine, Berlin 1912. 

11. 	See mainly, N. Aime-Giron, Adversaria Semitica, BIFAO 38 (1939), Nos. II 
and III; idem, Textes arameens d'Egypte, Cairo 1931, No. I. 

12. 	O. Mason and M. Sznycer, Recherches sur lea pheniciens aChypre, Geneve
Paris 1972, pp. 92, 112, 119, 121. 

13. J. B. Peckham, An Inscribed J at from Bat-Yam, IEJ 16 (1966), pp. 11-17; 
F. M. Cross, Jar Inscriptions from Shiqrnona, IEJ 18 (1968), pp. 226-233; 
IR, Nos. 11, 110. 
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Phoenician ostraca discovered at the temple of Eshmun near Sidon; 14 one 
ostracon from Tell el-Kheleifeh near Elath (PI. 5:B);lS and a c. 300 B.C. 

papyrus found in Egypt (PI. 5 :C):16 this is the list of the Phoenician cur
sive material published to date. 17 It is quite obvious, nonetheless, that the 
same cursive writing tradition was practised both in the East (Phoenicia, 
Cyprus, Palestine and Egypt) and in the West. It is in the Neo-Punic in
scriptions from the last century B.C. and the first two centuries A.D., that 
we sometimes find the most developed cursive letter forms (Fig. 51), 
which no doubt derived from the cursive script used in the documents 
listed above. 

The Phoenician lapidary scri pt was preserved chiefly through the prac
tice of dedicating votive inscriptions to the deities, although the script was 

x It) 0 XY\ 0)/X ) )) fob! ~ ~ ( 
'rOXJOf) X5)X'fo l '/)l} 

f) (0 )J111 '\ (r0 r/'-1/ ) ( 0 Xl/) )\ 

lh)7j'l) ~ fa») 1(0 rp r-X 
Fig. 51. A Neo Punic votive inscription with cursive letter forms 

14. 	A. Vanel, Six ostraca phimiciens trouves au temple d'Echmoun, pres de 
Saida, BMB 20 (1967), pp. 45-95; idem, Le septieme ostracon phimicien 
trouve au temple d'Echmoun, pres de SaIda, Melanges de /'Universite Saint
Joseph 45 (1969), pp. 345-364. 

15. 	J. Naveh, The Scripts of Two Ostraca from Elath, BASOR 183 (1966), pp. 
27-28. 

16. 	Aime-Giron, BIFAO 38 (above, n. 11), No. I; KAI, No. 51. 
17. 	There are two unpubHshed cursive texts from Israel: an ostracon found in 

the excavations of Tel Akko and an inscribedjar purchased in Gaza. The os
tracon will be published by M. Dothan and the jar-inscription by the 
author. 
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constantly influenced by the cursive tradition. This influence is clearly 
visible not only in the Phoenician graffiti inscribed on the walls of the 
Egyptian temple at Abydos (Fig. 52),18 but also in Phoenician and Punic 
votive inscriptions. For instance, in Punic inscriptions we can perceive a 
thickening of the downstrokes of the letters in imitation of a natural 
feature of pen-and-ink writing (Fig. 53), It is to be noted that the same 
writing tradition was accepted both on the Phoenician mainland and in 
the furthest colonies, a fact which indicates the close bonds that existed 
between the Phoenician communities, notwithstanding their diverse loca
tions. 

In contrast to Aramaic and Hebrew, Phoenician orthography was en
tirely defective. There were no matres leetionis (Le. letters to indicate 
vowels) either in the middle or at the end of the words. Matres leetionis 
were introduced into Phoenician writing only in late Punic and - es
pecially - Neo-Punic inscriptions. While the Aramaeans and Hebrews 
used some letters (mainly he, waw and yod but sometimes even ale}) as 
vowel signs in order to facilitate reading, the Phoenicians adhered strictly 
to the defective spelling. 19 Moreover, not only did the Phoenician scribes 
refrain from the use of instructive vowel signs, they even gradually in
troduced continuous writing, i.e. with no division between words. At the 
same time, the Hebrew script preserved the ancient practice of separating 
words by dots, while Aramaic script introduced spaces between words.20 

The latest Neo-Punic inscriptions belong to the second or early third 
century A.D. Soon thereafter, the Phoenician script - the direct out
growth of the original, alphabetic writing ~ ceased to exist. However, 
those scripts which branched off from this tree were to flourish and play 
important roles in the civilizations of mankind. 

18. 	 ](AI, No. 49 and above in chapter I, p. 3, n. 1. 

19. 	 F. M. Cross and D. N. Freedman, Early Hebrew Orthography, New-Haven 
1952. 

20. 	J. Naveh, Word Division in West Semitic Writing, IEJ 23 (1973), pp. 206
208. 
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Fig. 55. The Mesha stele 
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2. The Hebrew Script 

The cultural values which the Hebrews adopted from the inhabitants of 
Canaan after their conquest of the land, included the art of writing. This 
event took place in the twelfth or eleventh centuries B.C.; over a period of 
about two hundred years, the Hebrews wrote in the script which was used 
by their Canaanite or Phoenician neighbours. The script of the Gezer 
Calendar (Fig. 54),21 thought to be the earliest Hebrew inscription known 
to date, resembles the writing of the tenth-century B.C. Phoenician in
scriptions from Byblos. At this stage no specifically Hebrew characters 
can be distinguished, and the Hebrew followed the scribal tradition 
current in Canaan. 

Strange as it may seem, the first distinctive features of Hebrew writing 
can be discerned in the scripts of the ninth-century Moabite inscriptions, 
namely, the stele of Mesha (Fig. 55) and the fragmentary inscription 
which mentions Mesha's father Kemosyat (Fig. 56).22 Although their 

Fig. 56. The fragmentary inscription mentioning Mesha's father, Kmosyat 

21. 	KAJ, No. 182; Gibson, I, pp. 1-4; JR, No.8. 
22. 	 KAJ, No. 181; JR, No. 45. W. L. Reed and F. V. Winnett, A Fragment of an 

Early Moabite Inscription from Kerak, RASOR 172 (1963), pp. 1-9; Gib
son, I, pp. 71-84. 
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language is Moabite, a Canaanite dialect akin to Hebrew but not identical 
to it, their script is Hebrew: the kaf, mem, nun and pe begin to manifest 
the curved leftward diagonals; the waw is always written with the semi
circular head, and the taw is of the x-form. Further developments of these 
features can be traced in the Hebrew scripts of the eighth century and 
later. These ninth-century inscriptions of the Moabites, who adopted the 
contemporary Hebrew script, illustrate the first stage of the Hebrew 
scribal tradition. Evidence of a Hebrew script in the late ninth century ap
peared recently in the excavations at K untilet (Ajrud, in the form of 
Hebrew votive inscriptions inscribed on stone vessels (Fig. 57) and writ
ten in ink on pithoi. 23 

Fig. 57. A short Hebrew votive inscription on a stone vessel from Kuntilet 'Ajrud 

The mid-ninth century Moabite inscriptions are carved in stone and are 
lapidary in style. At first glance, it would be reasonable to assume that 
contemporaneous ink inscriptions were written in a cursive style that had 
a more developed script. Indeed, Aharoni suggested that certain fragmen
tary ostraca found at Arad, which exhibit letter forms similar to those of 
the Mesha stele (Fig. 58), are earlier than the ninth-century Moabite in
scriptions and should be dated to the tenth century B.C.24 This argument 
is based on the assumption that the Hebrew script (like the Phoenician 

23. 	 Z. Meshel, Kuntillet (Ajrud, A Religious Centre from the Time of the 
Judaean Monarchy on the Border of of Sinai, Israel Museum Catalogue, 
No. 175, Jerusalem 1978. 

24. 	 Y. Aharoni, Arad Inscriptions, Jerusalem 1981, p. 130. 
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Fig. 58. Relatively early Hebrew letters on an 

ostracon from Arad 

and Aramaic sister-scripts) developed in two parallel styles - lapidary 
and cursive. However, a survey of later Hebrew inscriptions gives no in
dication of such a parallel development in the Hebrew script. The in
dependent Hebrew script becomes progressively cursive, dropping the 
lapidary features as it evolves away from the mother-script. Even in the 
Mesha and Kemosyat stelae, the curved diagonal strokes of the kal, mem, 
nun and pe are cursive developments. 
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This cursive trend is evident in both the c. 800 B.C. Kuntilet (Ajrud in
scriptions and the eighth-century engraved inscriptions, viz. the Siloam 
inscription (Fig. 60),25 the Royal Steward inscription (Fig. 59)26 and the 
fragmentary Hebrew inscription on ivory found at Nimrod in Assyria, 
taken there as booty from Samaria (PI. 6:A).27 The use of stone and the 
monumental content of the engraved inscriptions would have warranted 
the use of the lapidary style, had such a style existed. But these and other 
inscriptions, as well as the ivory piece, are written in the cursive style. 
Moreover, they reproduce the feature of shading which is proper to cur
sive script, being a natural consequence of writing with pen and ink. The 
shading can be seen also in most seventh- and early sixth-century Hebrew 
seals, which were carved in hard semi-precious stone (Fig. 61; PI. 6:B). 

Fig. 61. Two Hebrew seals from the late 7th century B.C. 

Hebrew monumental writing emulated the cursive style used by skilful 
scribes, that is, the formal cursive. This phenomenon may indicate that 
there was little occasion to develop a lapidary style in Israel and Judah 
where there was no widespread custom of erecting royal stelae nor of of
fering votive inscriptions to the deity - a fact which might explain why 

25. 	KAI, No. 189; Gibson, I, pp. 21-23, IR, No. 75. 
26. 	KAI, No. 191; Gibson, I, pp. 23-24; IR, No. 14. 
27. A. R. Millard, Alphabetic Inscriptions on 	Ivories from Nimrud, Iraq 24 

(1962), pp. 45-49; Gibson, I, pp. 19-20. 
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the specific features related to carving in stone disappeared from Hebrew 
writing. 

Up to the present, no Hebrew inscriptions earlier than the late ninth 
century have been found. This, is, of course, mere coincidence; none
theless, the quantity of epigraphic material from the eighth century and 
onwards indicates a gradual increase in the distribution of writing skills 
among the people of Israel and Judah. 

We have some evidence suggesting the common use of papyrus. In ad
dition to a twice-inscribed ("palimpsest") fragment from Wadi Murab
ba (at (PI. 6:C),28 which owes its preservation to the dry climate of the 
Dead Sea area, some scores of seal impressions on clay ("bullae") have 
been found, seventeen of them in Lachish.29 Since papyrus did not survive 
in the humid climate that characterizes most of Palestine, our knowledge 
of the Hebrew script derives from other, available materials which, in ad
dition to inscriptions on stone (including seals), consist mainly of inscrip
tions on pottery vessels and potsherds. 

Several scores of inscriptions on pottery vessels are known today; 
some were inscribed after firing or were written in ink, while others were 
written in the soft clay before the vessels were fired. Many inscriptions in
dicate the names of the vessels' owners (or of those responsible for deter
mining the vessels' capacity); others indicate the capacity as a measure, 
e.g. bl lmlk "a royal bat" found at Lachish (Fig. 62),30 Sometimes it 

28. Gibson, I, pp. 31-32; IR, No. 32. 
29. Y. Aharoni, TriaJ Excavation in the Solar Shrine at Lachish, IE] 18 (1968), 

pp. 164-168; IR, Nos. 26-31. 
30. S. Moscati, L 'epigrajia ebraica antica, Rome 1951, p. 121; Gibson, I, p. 70; 

IR, No. 99. 
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was preferred to impress a seal on the handle of the jar rather than to 
write in the soft clay. Scores of impressions of "private" seals and hun
dreds of lmlk stamps are known today (Fig. 63); the latter indicate that 

l'ig. 63. Jar-bandies 

the capacity had the certification "of the king".31 The distribution of these 
seal impressions reflects a widespread use of the script. The fact that most 
of the private stamps and the seals of the late seventh and early sixth cen
turies do not bear any figures may also, perhaps, indicate that people 
could identify the ownership of the seal by reading it (see above, Fig. 61 
and PI. 6:B as against the eighth-century seals illustrated in Fig. 64 and PI. 
7:A). 

Fig. 64. Two Hebrew seals from the 8th century B.C. 

31. See Moscati (above, n. 30) and Gibson, I, pp. 64-66; IR, Nos. 80-90. 
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By far the most important Hebrew epigraphic materials are the 08

traca; some of these were incised (PI. 7:B), but most were written in ink. 
The latter include sixty-three eighth-century dockets from Samaria (Fig. 
65), about a hundred ostraca from Arad (letters~ messages, name-lists, 
etc.) mainly from the seventh and early sixth centuries (Fig. 66; PI. 7:C), 
a late seventh-century petition to the local governor found at Me~ad
I:Iashavyahu (Fig. 67), and about a score of early sixth-century letters 

Fig. 65. Two ostraca from Samaria 

----
Fig. 66. An early 6th-century B.C. ostracon from Arad 
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Fig. 68. An early 6th-century letter from Lachish 
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(most fragmentary) from Lacillsh (Fig. 68).32 This material seems to have 
been written for the most part by professional second-grade scribes. Their 
writing cannot be regarded as a reliable reflection of the formal script 
used by first-grade scribes who wrote on papyrus and were employed by 
the king, the temple and the courts of law. WillIe most ostraca were writ
ten in a semi-formal style, some are in the free cursive, which has more 
developed letter forms and does not emphasize shading.33 

The vulgar sub-style of the cursive is also represented in the Hebrew 
epigraphic material, on some seals and stamps, but mainJy on sixth
century inscribed jar-handles from Gibeon (Fig. 69).34 Thus in the late 

Yi\f~~@ m'f~4f.'?!O 

§6.1~S~ 

(kt~~g 
Fig. 69. Some inscribed jar-handles from Gibeon 

32. These texts have been dealt with in KAI, Nos. 183-188; 192-200; in Gibson, 
I and mainly in A. Lemaire, Inscriptions hebrafques, I: Les ostraca, Paris 
1977; IR, Nos. 49-72, 77-78, 166. 

33. On the Hebrew cursive scripts in the eighth and seventh centuries see F. M. 
Cross, Epigraphical Notes on Hebrew Documents of the Eighth-Sixth Cen
turies B.C.: II. The Murabba(at Papyrus and the Letter Found Near 
Yabneh-yam, BASOR 165 (1962), pp. 34-42. 

34. 	 Ibid.: III. The Inscribed Jar Handles from Gibeon, BASOR 168 (1962), pp. 
18-23; IR, No. 106. 
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seventh and early sixth centuries, when all three sub-styles of the cursive 
writing were current in Judah, we can consider its people as a literate 
society. De Vaux arrived at a similar conclusion, stating that "the com
mandment of Deut. 6:9; 11 :20 presumed that every head of family could 
write".35 A literate society may well have existed even earlier, but there is 
no substantial epigraphic material to prove thiS. 36 

The script of the Gezer Calendar, as mentioned above, is identical with 
that of the tenth-century Phoenician inscriptions. Moreover, its language 
does not have any lexical or grammatical features that preclude the 
possibility of its being Phoenician. Even if we date the Gezer Calendar to 
the late tenth century and note the fact that Gezer became an Israelite 
city in the middle of that century, this does not prove that the calendar is 
a Hebrew inscription. We may conjecture that in the tenth century the 
Hebrews wrote in the prestigious Phoenician language, as did Kilamu bar 
I:Iaya, king of Yadi, in the late ninth century, notwithstanding the fact 
that the tongue spoken in Yadi-Sam) al was a local Aramaic dialect. 

The Hebrew spelling is generally defective in the middle of the word, 
whereas at the end of the word the vowels are rendered by matres Jec
tionis: final he stands for -a, -e, and -0, final waw is -u and final yod is -i. 
There are, however, some instances of medial vowel letters. The spelling 
byt ("house") which occurs in the Judahite inscriptions indicates the 
pronunciation bayt; the same word is written in Phoenician as bl which 
should be read as bet; i.e. the diphthongs ay and au are contracted in 
Phoenician. The shifts ay)e and au)o are also characteristic of the 
North Israelite dialect and of Moabite; e.g. "wine" in the Samaria ostraca 
is yn (yen), whereas in the Arad ostraca, yyn (yayn). In the Gezer Calen
dar there are two words - kl (kef "measuring") and q!j (qe~ - "sum
mer") - in which the dipthong ay is contracted. The language may be 
considered as reflecting either the North Israelite dialect (Gezer is located 
on the border of Ephraim) or Phoenician. It seems likely that the spelling 
of the Gezer Calendar is defective (yrlJ. probably stands for yarlJ.o - "his 

35. R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel, London 1961. p. 49. 
36. These problems are discussed in my paper: A Palaeographic Note on the 

Distribution of the Hebrew Script, HTR 61 (1968), pp. 68-74. 
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month", and pst for pista - "flax"), which does not conform with the 
Hebrew orthography.3? 

Despite the dialectal differences between J ~dah and Israel, the same 
Hebrew script was used in both kingdoms, with no local variations. It was 
also adopted by both the Moabites and the Edomites, who used it to ren
der their own dialects for as long as they were under the suzerainty of 
Israel and Judah; afterwards, their scripts absorbed other influences (see 
below, pp. 100 fr.). 

Up to the destruction of the First Temple, the Hebrew script developed 
as a single, conservative, national tradition of writing. But its course was 
interrupted by the Temple's destruction and the exile of most of the 
educated class to Babylonia, followed by the partial return by later 
generations, born and educated in exile, to Judah - a country which was 
already a province of the Persian empire. The Jews returning from 
Babylonian captivity spoke and wrote Aramaic. Aramaic was the official 
language of the Persian empire and thus also of the province of Judah, 
called Yehud. It seems that Hebrew was still spoken and written, at least 
by those who had not been exiled, but the prevailing language was 
Aramaic. From the late third and, especially, the second century B.C. 
onwards, the Jews wrote in a script which they developed from the 
Aramaic, that is, the Jewish script. At the same time, the use of the 
Hebrew script was restricted. In the Second Temple period it appears 
mainly on coins and in the Pentateuch fragments found at Qumran. The 
latest known use of this script by the Jews was on the coins of Bar
Kokhba in 132-5 A.D. The Samaritans, however, continued to use it up 
to the present day (Fig. 70). In the section devoted to the change of 
scripts by the Jews (see pp.112 ff.) we shall discuss in more detail the use 
of the Hebrew ~ or so-called Palaeo-Hebrew - script in the Second 
Temple period. 

3. The Aramaic Script 

The Aramaeans adopted the Phoenician script in the eleventh or tenth 
century B.C. At first, they used the same letters as the Phoenicians. The 

37. Cross and Freedman (above, n. 19). 
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late ninth-century Kilamu inscription is still Phoenician in language, while 
the eighth-century Hadad and Panamu inscriptions from Sam)al are writ
ten in the local Aramaic dialect, and the later eighth-century Bar-Rakib 
inscription (Fig. 71) is in standard Aramaic (probably the Damascus 
dialect).38 The same standard language is used in the mid-ninth century 
inscription of Bar-Hadad, king of Damascus, though it is dedicated to the 
Phoenician deity Melqart and its blessing formula seems to be of Phoeni
cian character (Fig. 72), and in the inscription of Zakur of Hamath from 

Fig. 72. Inscription of Bar-Hadad, king of Damascus 

c. 800 B.C. (Fig. 73),39 Nevertheless, there are no Aramaic features in 
the scripts of these inscriptions (except perhaps for the two-bar lJ,et in 
Bar-Rakib). The script can be termed Phoenician-Aramaic. The diverg
ence of the Aramaic script from the Phoenician begins roughly in the 
mid-eighth century B.C.; to this period belong the bricks found at Hamath 
(Fig. 74) on which short Aramaic texts were inscribed in a cursive script 
(e.g. lJ,et with one horizontal bar).4o From that time onwards the Ara

38. KAI, Nos. 24, 214-216; Gibson, II, pp. 60-93. 
39. KAI, Nos. 201-202; Gibson, II, pp. 1-4; 6-17. 
40. KAI, Nos. 203-213; Gibson, II. pp. 17-18. 
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maic cursive developed rapidly. At first Aramaic was restricted to the 
Aramaean kingdoms~ but as the Assyrians spread westwards, they made the 
Aramaic alphabetic script the official medium of communication among 
the peoples of the Neo-Assyrian empire, and very soon it became the 
lingua franca. In the late eighth century, high-ranking officers in Judah 
spoke Aramaic (2 Kings 18:26; Is. 36: 11). In c. 600 B.C., an Aramaic 
papyrus letter was sent by a certain Adon, king of a Philistine (or Phoeni
cian) city, to the Egyptian Pharaoh, asking for military aid against the 
invading Babylonians (Fig. 75).41 During those times, and in the Persian 

Fig. 75. Letter of Adon found at Saqqarah in Egypt 

41. 	KAJ, No. 266; Gibson, II, pp. 110-116; B. Parten, The Identity of King 
Adon. BA 44 (1981), pp. 36-52. 
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Fig. 76. Stele from Nerab 

period, especially, Aramaic was widely used throughout an area that ex
tended from Asia Minor as far as Afghanistan, Egypt and North Arabia. 
Nevertheless, the Aramaic script remained standard and no local tradi
tions of writing emerged even in the remotest provinces,42 although some 
dialects are discernable in the Aramaic language. The diversification of 
the Aramaic script began only a century or two after the fall of the Per

42. J. Naveh, The Development of the Aramaic Script, Jerusalem 1970. 
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sian empire. At that time, in the Hellenistic period, the official language of 
the government was no longer Aramaic, but Greek. However, the 
Aramaic language and script were so deeply entrenched that each nation 
continued to use them and evolved its own national script from the 
Aramaic. In the next chapter, we shall discuss the various Aramaic 
offshoots that developed. 

On account of its international status, the Aramaic script developed 
rapidly. Aramaic was written by persons of various ethnic origins who 
were not restricted to a national writing tradition; they used the Aramaic 
script for purely .practical purposes, so that unnecessary strokes were 
dropped from the letters. This happened first in the cursive script, but 
with time lapidary writing took over many of the cursive elements. 

Aramaic lapidary inscriptions are relatively sparse. Two seventh
century funerary stelae were found at Nerab (Fig. 76);43 an inscription 
published in 1971 by Caquot is an order issued by the Babylonian (not 
Assyrian, as Caquot thought) authorities in the early sixth century;44 

Fig. 77. A lapidary inscription from GOlne in Asia-Minor 

43. KAI, Nos. 225-226; Gibson, II, pp. 93-98. 
44. A Caquot, Une inscription arameenne d'epoque assyrienne, Hommagei a 

A. Dupont-Sommer, Paris 1971, pp. 9-16. 
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Fig. 78. Petition to the Governor of Judah from Elephantine. 408 B.C. 

some Aramaic dockets on clay tablets (or Aramaic endorsements added 
to Akkadian texts), written in the lapidary script, date from the seventh 
and sixth centuries. But the prevalent style was the cursive (PI. 8:A). 
From the fifth and fourth century we have some stelae, votive and burial 
inscriptions, and inscribed boundary stones originating from North 
Arabia, Egypt and Asia Minor (Fig. 77; PI. 11 :A) - as well as some 
Judaean seal impressions, Cilician coins, etc. But even for inscriptions on 
these materials, the cursive script was frequently used. In the late fourth 
century the Aramaic lapidary style ceased to exist.45 

The rapid development of the Aramaic cursive can be followed in the 
documents of the seventh and sixth centuries, which consist of some 
papyri, ostraca and dockets on clay tablets. Dating from the late sixth or 
early fifth century are eight private letters found in Egypt at Hermopolis 
(PI. 8:B).46 The most important material from the fifth century consists of 
about a hundred papyri found at Elephantine (Fig. 78) and the parchment 

45. 	For the lists of the inscriptions mentioned above and below, see the respec
tive chapters in Naveh (above, n. 42), 

46. Edda Bresciani and M. Kamil, Le lettere aramaiche di Hermopoli, Memorie 
Scienze morali, sloriche e ftl%giche, Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, 
Series VIII, vol. XII, Fasc. 5 (1966), pp. 361-428. 
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Fig, 79. An ostracon from Elephantine 

letters of Arsham, the Persian governor, sent from the East to Egypt (PI. 
9),47 But the corpus of inscriptions from that century is also rich in os
traca (Fig. 79; P1. 10:A) and manuscripts and inscriptions of other types. 
Dating from the fourth century are the papyri found in Wadi Daliyah in 
the Jordan Valley, east of Samaria (Fig. 80), and the ostraca from Arad 
and Beer-Sheba (PI. 10:B) and Egypt. The early third-century papyri and 
ostraca from Egypt (PIs. 10:C, 1] :B) complete the collection of 
epigraphic material written in the uniform Aramaic cursive.48 

47. A. H. Sayee and A. E. Cowley, Aramaic Papyri Discovered at Assuan, Lon
don 1906; E. Sachau, Aramiiische Papyri und Ostraka, Leipzig 1911; A. 
Cowley, Aramaic Papyri of the Fifth Century B.C., Oxford 1923; E. G. 
Kraeling, The Brooklyn Museum Aramaic Papyri, New-Haven 1953; G. R. 
Driver, Aramaic Documents of the Fifth Century B.C., Oxford 1954. 

48. See above, 	n. 45. For the Arad ostraca see Naveh in Aharoni (above, n. 
24), pp. 153-176; for those from Beer-Sheba see below, n. 61. 
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In this brief survey, which covers only the most important items, the 
Elephantine documents are of primary importance. They consist of name
lists, private and official letters, legal documents and even two Hterary 
works (the Aramaic version of the Behistun inscription, and the "Words 
of Al}.iqar"). The legal documents bear ex~ct dates, the names of the 
scribes and the signatures of the witnesses, whose handwriting is not 
always very steady as their writing ability was often limited to composing 
their own signature. Although formal, the writing of the Elephantine 
scribes does not fall into the same category as that of the scribes of 
Arsham, the Persian governor in Egypt. Whether on papyrus in Egypt or 
on leather in the East, the government scribes employed the most formal 
version of the script, whereas the Elephantine scribes were less conser
vative and were influenced by the free cursive style. Thus the script of the 
Elephantine scribes may be called 'semi-formal'. Some of the legal docu
ments of Elephantine seem to have been written by educated persons ser
ving as occasional scribes. These unprofessional writers wrote in the free 
cursive style. This style, however, is known to us mainly from private let
ters, as well as from name-lists and the above-mentioned signatures 
(although there are many signatures which may be termed vulgar cur
sive). Thus, just like ludahite society in the late seventh and early sixth 

ft~~-r "II'ij~'1J' J4~Hf'~'t~"~ 
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Fig. 80. Script samples of two papyri from Wadi Daliyah: Line 1 from 352/1 B.c.; 
Lines 2-3 from 335 B.C. 
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centuries (see above, p. 76), the fifth-century Jewish colony in Elephantine 

can also be considered a literate society. In fact, we can assume that from 
the eighth century, the knowledge of writing in the ancient East was 
widespread and that, as a rule, wherever alphabetic writing was practised, 

there was a literate society. Epigraphic evidence, however, has come to 
light only in those places where the three cursive sub-styles are discer
nable. 

Formal and semi-formal writing emphasizes shading. In the Phoenician 
and Hebrew scripts, the descending vertical or rightward diagonal strokes 
are thicker than the others, but in Aramaic it is the horizontal strokes 
which are shaded. This phenomenon can be traced from the earliest cur
sive Aramaic ink-inscription, i.e. the late eighth-century ostracon from 
Nimrud49 (which is an Ammonite name-list, see p. 109), through the 
mid-seventh century Assur ostracon50 to the c. 600 B.C. Saqqarah 
papyrus.51 This feature characterizes the Aramaic script throughout the 
ages and in all its subsequent derivatives. The modern Jewish (= square 
Hebrew) and Arabic formal scripts, which have thick horizontal and 

thin vertical strokes, follow the Aramaic tradition from c. 750 B.C. The 

question must be asked: why does the Aramaic shading differ from that 
of the two sister-scripts? Perhaps the answer should be sought in the 

origins of the Aramaic cursive, i.e. in the writing practice of the scribes in 
Assyria and Babylonia. These scribes must have been bilingual, for they 

~nscribed tablets both in Assyrian or Babylonian cuneiform and in 
Aramaic alphabetic writing. It may well be that the way the stylus was 
held for cuneiform writing caused the pen to produce thick horizontal 
strokes, but since we do not know how the cuneiform scribe held his 
stylus, this explanation remains conjectural. 

For those who used it, the Aramaic script was essentially a practical 
means of communication; hence innovations were made in order to 
facilitate reading and writing. Soon after the Aramaeans adopted the 

49. 	J. B. Segal, An Aramaic Ostracon from Nimrud, Iraq 19 (1957), pp. 139
145. 

50. 	M. Lidzbarski, Altaramiiische Urkunden aus Assur, Leipzig 1921; KAI, No. 
233; Gibson, II, pp. 98-110. 

5 1. 	 See above, n. 41. 
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a1ph~bet, they initiated the use of matres tectionis,52 but the simplification 
of the letter forms and the use of spacing between words began only in the 
eighth and seventh centuries B.C., when Aramaic became a linguafran
ca. However, the number of letters remained the same twenty-two which 
had been adopted from the Phoenicians, although Aramaic speech had 
more than twenty-two consonants. 

4. 	 Comparative Aspects of the Phoenician, Hebrew and 
Aramaic Scripts 

The independent development of the Hebrew script began, as we have 
seen, in the ninth century B.C., and that of the Aramaic script a century 
later. In inscriptions of the tenth century, Phoenician, Hebrew and 
Aramaic scripts are indistinguishable. In the ninth century, there were dif
ferences between certain Hebrew letter forms and the equivalent letters in 
the Phoenician-Aramaic script, but specifically Aramaic letters appear 
only in the cursive writing of the mid-eighth century B.C. 

Before discussing the comparative aspects of these scripts, we shall 
trace the development of six letters in the three sister scripts. The letters 
chosen are alef, bet, he, waw, zayin and ~et, but these are also represen
tative of others. The evolution of each letter will be illustrated in three 
horizontal series, depicting the Phoenician, Aramaic and Hebrew forms, 
respectively. The development of Phoenician letters will be followed from 
the tenth century B.C. up to their latest use in the Neo-Punic inscriptions. 
The Hebrew letter forms will be traced as far as the emergence of the 
Samaritan characters, and the Aramaic forms, up to the third century 
B.C. - the later offshoots will be omitted from the following outline. 

In the tenth century the alef (F ig. 81) consisted of a downstroke 
and a V turned on its side (1). In the ninth century the downstroke 

52. Recently 	a relatively long bilingual (Akkadian-Aramaic) monumental in
scription was found at Tell Fakhariyah in Syria. According to the informa
tion gathered so far on this unpublished inscription. it appears to belong to 
the eleventh century B.C. and the Aramaic text has not only final but also 
medial matres lectionis. 
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Fig. 81. Development of the aiel 

becomes somewhat slanted and the v, now narrower, shifts slightly to the 
left (2). In the Phoenician script this development was a continuous 
process. Later the angle of the V became more acute and was intersected 
by a diagonal stroke (3); the V was sometimes drawn as a U (4). In the 
seventh century the V gives way to two parallel bars which do not meet: 
the upper bar crosses the diagonal downstroke; the lower bar only 
touches it on the right (5). In about 500 B.C. - in the cursive text from 
Cyprus the lower bar is short and does not touch the downstroke (6). 
The next stage of development can be seen in the Neo-Punic inscriptions, 
which represent the latest cursive forms: the alef is drawn like an X and 
the former short, lower bar is appended to the top right arm (7). This 
represents the most developed Phoenician cursive ale/. In the lapidary 
script, however, the early forms survived much longer than in the cursive. 
Under the influence of the cursive, the alef in some lapidary Phoenician 
and Punic inscriptions has a thickened, long downstroke and the V is 
small (8). The Phoenician ale! is bigger than most of the other letters in 
the Phoenician alphabet. 

As early as the eighth century, the upper bar of the V in the Aramaic 
ale! shifts to the right and meets the junction of the lower bar and the 
downstroke (9); at the same time, the upper bar sometimes crosses the 
downstroke while the lower one remains to the right of it (9a). In these 
forms, the V is on the right of the downstroke, while only a small bar re
mains on the left. In the seventh century this small left-hand bar moves 
upwards, nearing the tip of the downstroke (10). By the early fifth cen
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tury, the right-hand V has become a diagonally drawn bar (11). (This 
form is basically preserved in the Jewish script.) In the third century, the 
cursive alefis written like an X with two diagonal, wavy lines (12). While 
lapidary Aramaic script preserves form 9, it generally has a vertical 
downstroke (13). 

In the eighth century, the Hebrew alefhas a long downstroke (14), and 
the formal and cursive forms begin to diverge. The latter preserves the V, 

but sometimes has a tail on the lower bar (15). (A common feature of cur
sive script is the tendency to draw the pen towards the next letter; cf. 
Hebrew zayin. yod. samekh and $ade; Phoenician lamed; Aramaic 
lamed, (ayin, as well as the later Aramaic development of medial kaf, 
mem, nun pe and $ade.) In the formal alef the v becomes two parallel 
bars, the upper one of which crosses the downstroke, while the lower one 
remains on the right (16). This form is similar to the Phoenician (5), but 
these developments occurred independently, without mutual influence. In 
the seventh century the downstroke becomes much shorter in both the 
formal and in the cursive forms. In the Second Temple period the cursive 
alef disappears, while the formal alefis used in the Pentateuch fragments, 
on coins, etc. (17). The Samaritan alef (18) evolved from this form. 

1 ) ~ ~ ~ 
~~ -'7 to8 

.9 » / ~ 
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Fig. 82. Development of the bet 

The classical bet (Fig. 82) consists of a triangular head, sometimes 
rounded on the left, and a downstroke that resembles a leg bent at the 
knee (1). In the Phoenician and Aramaic inscriptions of the ninth and 
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eighth centuries, the letter is somewhat slanted (2). In cursive writing, 
however, it was difficult to keep the "knee-bend" in the correct position, 
and thus the downstroke of the bet became a curved line (3). Forms 2 and 
3 are both common in the Phoenician lapidary style up to a fairly late 
period, while the cursive form follows a different path of evolution. The 
Phoenician papyri and ostraca from the fifth and fourth centuries B.C. 
give evidence of a tendency to open the closed head at its lower part (4). 
In the papyrus of c. 300 B.C. (see above, n. 16) as well as in Neo-Punic 
inscriptions, the bet is written as a slightly curved, vertical stroke (5). The 
cursive forms of dalet and resh developed along the same lines. 

The Aramaic bet underwent a similar evolution at an earlier date. In 
the eighth century B.C. the head begins to open at its top (6), and 
gradually this opening is enlarged to form a cup-shaped curve with a 
leftward - turning downstroke, all drawn without lifting the pen (7). 
While the Phoenician lapidary bet preserves the closed head, in the 
Aramaic lapidary script the bet is open but the lines are straight and meet 
at right angles (8). 

In the Hebrew script the bet has two forms: formal and cursive. 
Whereas in the formal bet the downstroke slants leftward then turns to a 
horizontal base (9), in the cursive bet the downstroke is a single diagonal 
curve (l0). In the Hebrew bet the head remains closed; the only open
headed forms of bet occur on some Hasmonaean coins ( 11). During the 
Second Temple period, the head of the bet is generally closed and this 
form also survives in the Samaritan script (12). 

The he (Fig. 83) in the tenth century consists of an upright stroke, from 
which three parallel horizontal bars branch off to the left; the upper bar 
forms a right angle with the top of the downstroke ( 1). In the centuries 
that followed, the he acquired a slant (2). In the Phoenician and Aramaic 
scripts, the two lower bars move away from the downstroke (3, 8). In 
Phoenician, this development takes place at a later stage, probably in the 
sixth-century cursive script, and exercises an influence on the lapidary 
style. In the Aramaic script, the two lower bars were drawn detached 
from the downstroke right at the inception of the cursive style in the 
eighth century B. C., and it was in that century that thl!se bars fused into 
a single diagonal bar (9), which was then appended to the upper line (10). 
This line was drawn obliquely until the fifth century; from that time, and 
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Fig. 83. Development of the he 

mainly in the early fourth century B.C., the he had a horiwntal upper 
stroke (11). 

In the Phoenician script, the two lower horizontal bars which shifted 
sideways (3) continued for a while to be drawn separately, but the lowest 
bar changed its direction (4). The letter came to resemble an inverted R 
(5), sometimes composed of two separate parts: a downstroke, and a 
wavy line to the left of it (6). The Phoenician papyrus of c. 300 B.C. offers 
the most developed cursive he, consisting of two parallel, slightly curved, 
vertical downstrokes (7). (Compare with the cursive Phoenician /Jet, 
which has three such strokes.) It should be pointed out that while the 
lapidary Phoenician script preserves the early types (mainly 2 and 3), the 
Aramaic lapidary he is more developed (10, 11), 

The Hebrew script preserves the classical form of the he. The main 
change at the time of the First Temple was the rightward extension of the 
upper horizontal line (12). (This trait is also exemplified in the Hebrew 
dalet.) From the sixth century onwards, the horizontal bars are not 
always parallel and their ends tend to meet on the left (13). This leads to 
the development of a he in which the two lower bars converge and are 
drawn without lifting the writing implement (14). Such forms occur on 
Hasmonaean coins, in the Pentateuch fragments from Qumran, and in 
the epitaph from Giv(at ha-Mivtar. At the same time there also existed 
the he with parallel bars, a form which later prevailed. The Samaritan he 
has parallel bars, but the upper bar forms a curved elbow with the 
downstroke, and the middle bar crosses the downstroke (15). 
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The waw (Fig. 84) has two forms in the tenth century: there is a Y
shaped, but round-headed waw (1), and a waw shaped like an inverted h 
(2), which was adopted in the Phoenician and Aramaic scripts (3, 7). In 
the Phoenician script the downstroke becomes longer and somewhat slan
ted, and the head shallower (4), then forming a right angle with the top of 
the downstroke (5). Sometimes the upper bar is elongated and extended 
upwards to the right (6). 
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Fig. 84. Development of the waw 

In the Aramaic waw the downstroke remains short. The head develops 
as follows: in the seventh century, the right-hand side of the curve meets 
the top of the downstroke (8); in the sixth century, it straightens out to 
form a horizontal bar (9); in the fifth century, the head and the shoulder 
become rounded (10). 

The Hebrew script adopted the V-shaped waw (1; cf. the Mesha stele) 
and developed it. At first the semicircular head was composed of two 
rounded bars: the left one was continuous with the downstroke, and the 
right one joined it (11). Then the right-hand bar forming the head 
straightened out and the letter was drawn aslant (12). The cursive waw 
was written either without lifting the pen (13), or as a vertical line that 
was wavy at the top and intersected by a bar just under the wave (14). 
These forms of the waw were current in the period of the First Temple. In 
the Second Temple period the wavy head straightens (15). The Samaritan 
waw resembles the numeral ':I but is drawn aslant (16). 
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The tenth-century B.C. zayin (Fig. 85) consists of a relatively long ver
tical stroke with two horizontal bars, one at the top and the other at the 
base (1). In the ninth century the vertical stroke became shorter (2). In the 
eighth century B.C. the Aramaic zayin was written like a Z (9); later the 
letter was drawn aslant (10). Then the Aramaic zayin became a wavy line 
(11). As early as the seventh century it dropped its extremities and 
became a straight line (12), But the Aramaic lapidary preserves the older 
Z~like form (13). (The Aramaic yod had a similar development.) 

The Phoenician zayin had a more gradual and lengthy evolution. The 
Z-shaped Phoenician zayin (3) appeared only in the sixth century. Later, 
to the slanted Z-shaped zayin (4) a tail was added (5), a trait which 
originated in the tendency to draw the pen leftward toward the next letter 
when writing rapidly. A further development is the zayin composed of 
two parallel slanted bars joined at their tops by a concave line (6). Later 
- mainly in lapidary inscriptions - we find a shape resembling form 2, 
but slanted (7). There is no direct relation between forms 2 and 7, since 
the latter evolved from form 6. The rounded zayin (8), which is common 
in Neo-Punic inscriptions, also developed from form 6. 

The Hebrew script preserves, in essence, the early form of the letter (2). 
From the eighth century onward, the horizontal strokes become longer 
and leftward tails are added to their right· hand tips (14). From the 
seventh century onward, the parallel horizontal strokes are closer to each 
other and the vertical stroke is very short (15). In the Iate seventh-century 
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Fig. 85. Development of the zayin 
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and sixth-century cursive script, the upper tail and the small vertical 
stroke are combined into a single bar (16). The formal zayin (15) is the 
main form used in the Second Temple period, for instance, on the Eleazar 
coins struck at the time of the Bar-Kokhba Revolt (17). It seems likely 
that the complicated Samaritan zayin (18) evolved from this form. 

1)1 \S) ~ , a Et 
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Fig. 86. Development of the ~et 

/fet (Fig. 86) in the tenth century resembles he, but it has also a left 
downstroke (1). This form, generally somewhat slanted and with 
elongated downstrokes, occurs in all three scripts (2, 6, 9). The Aramaic 
and Hebrew scripts tend to drop one of the three horizontal bars (7, 10). 
However, while in the Hebrew script the two-bar ~et is found along with 
the more prevalent three-bar ~et, the Aramaic script drops yet another 
bar, and as early as the eighth century the one-bar ~et becomes common 
(8), 

In the Hebrew ~et of the First Temple period, the upper horizontal 
stroke is not extended to the right (11; in contrast to the he). But a ~t 
with the upper stroke extended to the right occurs in some Pentateuch 
fragments from Qumran (12). This seems to be the ancestor of the 
Samaritan ~t which is drawn like a he, but with a slanted stroke on the 
left side of the letter (13). 

The Phoenician ~t initially preserved all three bars, but by the time of 
the seventh-century cursive, these did not touch the downstrokes (3). 
Later the three bars were drawn in one S-shaped line (4). Then, from the 
fifth century H.C., the ~et was written with three curved, sometimes 
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parallel, downstrokes (5). (The two last forms resemble the development 
of the he.) 

A comparative study of the development of these six letters which 
are representative also of the other letters of the alphabet clearly 
shows that the Hebrew script preserved the basic forms of the letters to a 
greater extent than the two sister scripts. The Aramaic script, at the 
beginning of its independent development, lost the superfluous lines and 
became a practical writing system. The Phoenician letters also underwent 
significant changes, but these were due to a slow and gradual evolution. 
These processes, which can be traced in almost every letter, are perhaps 
most pronounced in the comparative descriptions of zayin. ~et and yod, 
as well as in those of bet, dalet and resh, which develop open heads in the 
Aramaic and the Phoenician scripts, whereas in the Hebrew script the 
heads of these letters remain closed. As for the lapidary script, the 
Aramaic is much more developed than the Phoenician, while the Hebrew 
script did not develop a lapidary style. 

It can be convincingly argued that the development of the Hebrew 
script cannot be compared with the evolution of the Aramaic and the 
Phoenician scripts, given the restricted use of the Hebrew script after the 
destruction of the First Temple. We shall, therefore, compare these scripts 
as they appear in the inscriptions and manuscripts of the late seventh and 
early sixth centuries B.C. (Fig. 87). In this period, which preceded the 
Babylonian Exile, the inhabitants ofJudah still lived a normal national life 
in their own land. In our comparison we should bear in mind that when 
the Hebrew script began to diverge from the Phoenician in the mid-ninth 
century B.C., Aramaic inscriptions continued to be written in Phoenician 
letters for about a hundred years; only in the middle of the eighth century 
did an independent Aramaic script begin to evolve. Thus around 600 B.C. 
the Hebrew script had undergone some 250 years of independent 
development, while the Aramaic script had a history of only some 150 
years. Nevertheless, the Hebrew script perserved the older forms, while 
the Aramaic script underwent further changes, taking on the aspect of a 
shorthand. The Phoenician script is more evolved than the Hebrew, but 
much less than the Aramaic. Ifwe assume that the rate of development of 
the Phoenician script - the direct descendant of the original Proto
Canaanite alphabet - was normal, then that of the Aramaic script was 
extremely rapid, while the Hebrew script developed very sluggishly. 
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1. Saqqarah papyrus, Aramaic; 2. Lachish ostraca, Hebrew; 3. Ipsambul graffiti (CIS. I. Nos. 111-112), Phoenician 
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These phenomena can be explained by the different geopolitical and cul
tural factors that prevailed among the peoples using the various scripts. 

At first, the Hebrew script was used by both Israel and Judah; then, 
from the late eighth century on, it was confined to Judah. Thus the script 
was written by a nation which dwelt in a mountainous land far from inter
national highways, and which tended to preserve its traditional values. 
The Hebrew script served a well-defined culture that was steeped in tradi
tion. 

As a lingua franca, Aramaic was used and developed by scribes and 
merchants who introduced abbreviated letter forms with a view to making 
writing more rapid and efficient. People using the Aramaic script were 
generally not Aramaeans. As a commercial and diplomatic medium of 
communication for many peoples who had little interest in upholding a 
conservative tradition of writing, the script was stripped of all national 
sentiment and became strictly functional. 

Given the Phoenicians' trade ties throughout the ancient world, their 
national script was also a relatively widespread means of communication 
in the commercial sphere. It is therefore understandable that the Phoeni
cian script should take a middle course, compared to the free develop
ment of the Aramaic script, on the one hand, and the conservatism of the 
Hebrew script, on the other. 53 

From the inception of independent development in each of the three 
scripts and throughout their history, there was no interaction or 
reciprocal influence between them. This is also true of the Hebrew script 
in the Second Temple period, when this script was a relatively weak en
tity. Purvis, when discussing the development of the Samaritan script, 
suggests that the Hebrew yod in the Second Temple period might have 
been influenced by the form of the same letter in the Phoenician script.S4 

This is difficult to accept. It should be remembered that, since the three 

53. 	J. Naveh (above, n. 42), pp. 64-68; idem, The Scripts in Palestine and Trans
jordan in the Iron Age, in J. H. Sanders (ed.), Near Eastern Archaeology in 
the Twentieth Century. Essays in Honor of Nelson Glueck, Garden City 
1970, pp. 277-279. 

54. 	J. D. Purvis, The Samaritan Pentateuch and the Origin of the Samaritan 
Sect, Cambridge (Mass.) 1968, pp. 44-45. 
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scripts evolved from a common ancestor, the development of some 

similar letter forms is almost inevitable. For instance, the contraction of 

the shin from four bars into three came about independently in both the 

Phoenician and the Aramaic scripts. Moreover, the early sixth-century 

B.C. Hebrew epigraphic material shows quite clearly that the Hebrew 
cursive also developed a three-bar shin,55 but the formal script which sur

vived did not adopt it. As the Aramaic script branched ofT from the 
Phoenician later than did the Hebrew, the Phoenician and Aramaic 
scripts have more letter forms in common. However, the identity or 

similarity of letters appearing in a late stage of evolution cannot be ex

plained by mutual influence. The simplification of a letter often results in 

similar forms. The following example will serve as an illustration. The X
shaped mem, known in the Phoenician cursive, survived in the Neo-Punic 

inscriptions of the second century A.D. S6 At the same time an X-shaped 

mem appears in the South Mesopotamian branch of the Aramaic script, 

in the so-called Elymaic script. 57 Now, it is inconceivable that this resem

blance was the result of interaction between the two cultures. 

The Phoenician, Hebrew and the (uniform) Aramaic scripts reflect 

three independent cultures. As such, they did not absorb foreign in

fluences. Even when the use of the Aramaic script was greatly expanded 

and that of the Hebrew restricted, each script preserved its integrity. On 

the other hand, we shall see below that both the Hebrew and the Aramaic 
scripts had an impact on the writing of peoples which possessed a lesser 
measure of cultural independence. 

5. The Scripts of Israel's Neighbours 

In addition to the three peoples which developed national writing tradi
tions - the Phoenicians, the Hebrews and the Aramaeans - there were 

55. 	 See for example, H. Torczyner (Tur-Sinai), Lachish, I: The Lachish Letters, 
London 1938, p. 46 (the reverse of Letter III) as well as Y. Aharoni (above, 
n. 24), p. 86, No. 54. 

56. 	 Peckham (above, n. 4), p. 188. 
57. W. B. Hennig, The Monuments and Inscriptions of Tang-i Sarvak,Asia Ma

jor 2 (1951/2), pp. 151-178; A. D. H. Bivar and S. Shaked, The Inscription 
at Shimbar, BSOAS 27 (1964), pp. 265-290. 
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other ethnic groups living in the area: the Philistines in the south-west and 
the Ammonites. Moabites and Edomites in the south-east, that is, in 
Transjordan. As we mentioned in our survey of the Hebrew script, the 
earliest example of the independent Hebrew script appears in the stele of 
king Mesha of Moab. The language of this mid-ninth-century B.C. in
scription is Moabite, but the script is Hebrew. In this period the Moabites 
were under Israel's political and cultural influence. They used the script 
current in Israel, their suzerain, and did not develop their own writing 
tradition. Later, Israel's political influence in Moab came to an end. In the 
last third of the eighth century B.C., the Assyrians - who at that time 
adopted the Aramaic script and language and promulgated them as an in
ternational means of communication - appeared on the King's Highway 
south of Damascus. The script of some seventh-century seals, in which 
the names are compounded with the Moabite theophoric element Kemos 
(=biblical Chemosh, the name of the chief Moabite deity), manifests some 
affinities with the Hebrew script, together with some non-Hebrew ele
ments. The mem has a large head, sometimes almost half the height of the 
letter, and the two vertical bars do not cut across the horizontal line. This 
kind of mem occurs in the seals of kms~dq, kmsy~y, kms(m km'l/l hspr 
(Kemos(am [son of] KemosJel the scribe) and kmsntn (Fig. 88; PI. 12:A). 

Fig. 88. Three Moabite seals 

However, a very similar script is also found on seals bearing names which 
are not compounded with the element Kemos; the mem has the same 
large head as the mem in the above-mentioned seals. Thus we would 
classify as Moabite the seals of "Amoz the scribe" and "Manasse, son of 
the king" (Fig. 89). Examining the two seals bearing the name Mesa, 
which are dated to the sixth century B.C., we see that in addition to the 
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large-headed mem there is an open (ayin and that the shin consists of 
three fingers meeting at one point (Fig. 90; PI. 12:B). Thus it can be said 
that the forms of the (ayin and the shin clearly manifest an intrusion of 
Aramaic elements into the script of the Moabites.58 

The script used by the Edomites (the southern neighbours of the 
Moabites) underwent the same process. Although no ninth-century 
Edomite inscription has been found so far, the epigraphic material found 
at Tell Kheleifeh, in the vicinity of Elath, and at Umm el-Biyara and 
Buseirah, near Petra, provide some data on the script of the Edomites. 
The seal from Kheleifeh inscribed lytm should be read "(belonging) to 
Yatom" (a fairly common West Semitic name meaning "orphan"), and 
not "(belonging) to Yotam", i.e. lotham the son of Uzziah king of 
Judah.59 The seallytm is Edomite and not Hebrew (Fig. 91). This correc
tion is based both on orthographic criteria and on the large-headed mem, 
familiar from Moabite seals. This mem is also found on the jar stamps 
lqws(nl (bd hmlk "(belonging) to Qaus(anali servant of the king" (Fig. 
92), and on an ostracon which includes theophorous Edomite names 
(compounded with the element Qaus, the Edomite deity) from Tell 
Kheleifeh, No. 6043 (Fig. 93; PI. 12:D), as well as on a bulla inscribed 
Iqwsg[brJ mlk )[dmJ, "(belonging) to Qausga[bri] king of E[dom]" (PI. 
12:C) and on an ostracon from Umm el-Biyara. Qausgabri king of Edom 
is mentioned in the inscriptions of the Assyrian kings Esarhaddon (680
669 B.C.) and Ashurbanipal (669-633 B.C.), However, in most of these 
inscriptions from Tell Kheleifeh and Umm el-Biyara, we find also the 
typical Aramaic open (ayin and a waw shaped like an inverted h. On the 
Tell Kheleifeh ostracon most of the letter forms are Aramaic and only a 
few letters resemble their Hebrew equivalents. Most of these inscriptions 

58. 	J. Naveh, The Scripts of Two Ostraca from Elath, BASOR 183 (1966), pp. 
28-30 and the bibliography there; idem (above, n. 53), pp. 280-283. L. G. 
Herr's thesis on the Moabite, Edomite and Ammonite scripts (The Formal 
Scripts of Iron Age Transjordan, BASOR 238 [1980], pp. 21-34) is in my 
opinion incorrect. 

59. 	N. Avigad, The Jotham Seal from Elath, BASOR 163 (1961), pp. 18-22; 
idem, Hebrew Epigraphic Sources, The World History ofthe Jewish People, 
The Age of the Monarchies: Political History, Massada Press, Jerusalem 
1979, p. 43. 
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Fig. 89. The seals of "Amos the scribe" and "Manasse. son of the king" 

Fig. 90. The seal of Mesha, (son of) 'Ada'el 

Fig. 91. The seal of Yatom from Fig. 92. The stamp of Quas'anali from 
Tell el-Kheleifeh Tell el-Kheleifeh 
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belong to the seventh century B.C., but the [ytm seal can be dated to the 
late eighth century, and the Tell Kheleifeh ostracon, with its predominant 
Aramaic elements, to the sixth century B.C.60 

Fig. 93. Ostracon No. 6043 from Tell 

el-Kheleifeh 


Under the political influence of Israel and Judah, respectively, the 
Moabites and the Edomites, adopted the script used in those kingdoms, 
presumably along with other cultural features. However, from the late 

60. See the discussion and the bibliographical data in the articles mentioned in n. 
58. See also E. Peuch. Documents epigraphiques de Buseirah, Levant 9 
(1977), pp. 11-20; F. Israel, Miscellanea Idumea, Rivista Biblica 27 (1979), 
pp. 171-203 and the bibliography there. 
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eighth century, when the Assyrians appeared on the scene, the script of 
these peoples began to absorb Aramaic elements; by the sixth century, it 
was closer to Aramaic than to Hebrew. This development prompts the 
assumption that, in the Persian period, the Edomites and Moabites wrote 
texts in their native tongues (Canaanite dialects) using the Aramaic script. 

The fact that these two neighbouring peoples adopted the same script 
may be indicative of a common political fate. Both the Moabites and the 
Edomites may have been open to the influence of foreign writing tradi
tions because their own cultural identity was not sufficiently well
established to foster native scripts. The only independently-produced 
feature in their common script was the large-headed memo 

In the Persian and Hellenistic periods, Moab had already ceased to ex
ist as a political entity, while Edom (Idumea) was expanding into southern 
Judah and the northern Negev. 61 A short and fragmentary text written in 
the early fifth century B.C. in lapidary Aramaic script, was found on a 
small altar at Lachish. It has been claimed that the inscription may con
tain an Edomite text: in addition to the word bn ("son") one can also read 
what may be the person's title beginning with the Canaanite article h_.62 

The Ammonites lived along the King's Highway to the north of Moab. 
The corpus of Ammonite inscriptions is still scanty, but it has grown con
siderably in the last thirty years, especially in the last decade. The inscrip
tions date from the ninth to the fifth century B.C. In Amman three 
fragmentary inscriptions have been found: one on the statue of 

61. 	J. N aveh, The Aramaic Ostraca from Tel Beer-Sheba (Seasons 1971
1976), Tel Aviv 6 (1979), pp. 182-198. 


62. 	F. M. Cross, Two Notes on Palestinian Inscriptions of the Persian period, 
BASOR 193 (1969), pp. 21-24. Contrary to what was stated in my paper 
"Hebrew Texts in Aramaic Script in the Persian Period?" (BASOR 203 
[19711, pp. 27-32 both the Lachish altar and the stamp slmy h'd ("Salmay 
the notary") may be of Jewish origin. In a bilingual society a person's name, 
including his title, does not determine the language of the text (see below, n. 
90). As for the third-century B.C. ostracon from el-Kom (L. T. Geraty, The 
Khirbet el-Kom Bilingual Ostracon, BASOR 220 [1975], pp. 55-61), where 
an Edomite person Qosyada( bar (sic!) l;Ianna is mentioned, the Semitic text 
is no doubt Aramaic. 
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Fig. 94. The isncription of Yera1;l'azar 
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Fig. 96. Inscription on JugJet from Tell Siran 
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Yeral?(azar (Fig. 94),63 one known as the Citadel Inscription (PI. 13:A),64 
and another called Theatre Inscription (Fig. 95).65 In Tell Siran a juglet 
was discovered on which was incised a complete Ammonite text describ
ing briefly "the works of Amminadab, king of the Ammonites, the son of 
Hi~~il) el king of the Ammonites, the son of Amminadab king of the Am
monites" (Fig. 96).66 In the excavations at Heshbon, five Ammonite os
traca were found: Nos. I, II, IV (Fig. 97), V and XI;67 all except No. XI 
contain personal names. In this context the plaster inscriptions from Tell 
Deir (AlIa should also be mentioned, although their language is still a 
matter of dispute.68 The main source for Ammonite personal names is the 
group of some scores of Ammonite seals (Fig. 98; PI. 12:E-G).69 Some of 
them were found at Amman, but most are of unknown provenance and 
have only recently been classified as Ammonite seals. Today we know 
that the Ammonites spoke a Canaanite dialect,'0 but that they wrote in 
the script adopted from their northern neighbour, Aram-Damascus.71 On 

63. R. 	D. Barnett. Four Sculptures from Amman, ADAJ 1 (1951), p. 35, 
PI. XXXI. 

64. 	S. H. Horn, The Amman Citadel Inscription, BASOR 193 (1969), pp. 2-13; 
F. M. Cross, Epigraphic Notes on the Amman Citadel Inscription, BA SOR 
193 (1969), pp. 13-19. 

65. R. W. Dajani, The Amman Theater Fragment ADAJ 12-13 (1967-68), pp. 
65-67, PI. XXXIX. 

66. 	 H. O. Thompson and F. Zayadine, The Tell Siran Inscription, BASOR 212 
(1973), pp. 5-11; F. M. Cross, Notes on the Ammonite Inscription from Tell 
Siran, BASOR 212 (1973), pp. 12-15. 

67. 	 F. M. Cross, An Ostracon from Heshbon, AUSS 7 (1969), pp. 223-229, PI. 
XXV; idem, Heshbon Ostracon II,AUSS 11 (1973), pp. 126-131 PI. XVIA; 
idem, Heshbon Ostraca IV-VII, AUSS 13 (1975), pp. 1-19 PI. I; idem, 
Heshbon Ostracon XI, AUSS 14 (1976), pp. 145-148 PI. XVA. 

68. 	J. Hoftijzer and G. van der Kooij, Aramaic TextsJrom Deir ~lla, Leiden 
1976. For my review on this book see IEJ 29 (1979), pp. 133-136. 

69. Cf. 	L. G. Herr, The Scripts oj Ancient Northwest Semitic Seals (Harvard 
Semitic Monographs, No. 18), Missoula Montana 1979, pp. 55-78. 

70. 	 G. Garbini believes that the Ammonite language should be related to Arabic; 
see G. Garbini, La lingua degli Ammoniti, AION 20 (1970), pp. 249-258. 

71. 	 Naveh (above, n. 53), p. 280. 
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Fig. 97. Heshbon ostracon IV 

Fig. 98. Three Ammonite seals 
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the basis of these data, one can also identify as Ammonite the ostracon 
from Nimrod (biblical Calah in Assyria), which bears a list of names 
most of which are also present in the above-mentioned Ammonite inscrip
tions - written in cursive Aramaic of the late eighth century B.C. (PL 
13:B).72 

The question arises whether the Ammonites used the current Aramaic 
script, or whether they developed a script of their own. According to 
Cross, the Ammonites wrote in a script which branched off from the 
Aramaic in the middle of the eighth century B.C., and the development of 
this Ammonite "national" script progressed more slowly than the con
temporaneous Aramaic ·script.13 Thus, if the Nimrud ostracon was writ
ten in this "national" Ammonite script, it cannot be dated to the late 
eighth century B.C., but to a period at least half a century later. The 
script of the Nimrud ostracon is much more developed than that of the 
Deir ( Alia plaster inscriptions. If the script of the latter is indeed 
Aramaic, it may be dated to the mid-eighth century, or even one or two 
decades earlier.74 Cross, suggesting that the Deir (Alla script does not 
belong to the Aramaic series, but to the "national" Ammonite script, 
dates it to the early seventh century B.C.7s 

In my opinion, the script of the Ammonite inscriptions cannot be con
sidered as a national (Ammonite) script. The term national script can be 
applied only to those scribal traditions which developed independently 
without any significant foreign influence. In' the first half of the first 
millennium B.C., only three national alphabetic scripts existed: Phoeni
cian, Hebrew and Aramaic. Moreover, it seems unlikely that, at a time 
when the scripts of the Moabites and Edomites were absorbing elements 
of the Aramaic script current in the Assyrian empire, the script of the 

72. 	P. Bordreuil, Les noms propres transjordaniens de l'Ostracon de Nimroud, 
Revue d'Histoire et de Philosophie Religieuses 3-4 (1979), pp. 313·317; J. 
Naveh, The Ostracon from Nimrud - An Ammonite Name-List, Maarav 
2/2 (1980), pp. 163-171. 

73. 	 Cross (above, n. 66), pp. 13-14; idem (above, n. 67): A USS 13, pp. 10-11. 
74. 	 J. Naveh, The Date of the Deir (Alla Inscription in Aramaic Script, IEJ 17 

(1967), pp. 256-258. 
75. 	 Cross (above, n. 66), p. 14. 
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Ammonites (which had been Aramaic) should deviate from the Aramaic 
scribal tradition, evolving a distinctive, archaic style. All the letter forms 
in the Ammonite inscriptions can be explained within the framework of 
the development of the Aramaic script. There are, it is true, some local 
peculiarities in the script of the Ammonite inscriptions. For example, the 
square (ayin in the Ammonite seals can be regarded as particular to the 
seal engravers of Ammon. The flag-shaped he in the Tell Siran inscription 
is perhaps a characteristic Ammonite letter form, but as it occurs only in 
this inscription, it may be an idiosyncrasy of the writer. According to 
Cross "it may be that some of the Ammonite changes took place under 
secondary Aramaic influence. No doubt Aramaic was known and its 
script read in Amman in these centuries". 76 

Cross assumes that the Ammonite national script ceased to exist in the 
late sixth century B.C., when there took place a "general replacement of 
the old national scripts, Edomite, Ammonite and Hebrew, by the 
Aramaic script universally used in the Persian chancelleries".77 However, 
I prefer to see here three different phenomena: the script of the Edomites 
was continuously influenced by the Aramaic script and there was a 
gradual transition from Hebrew to Aramaic letter forms (see PP.102 fT.); 
the national Hebrew script existed side by side with the international 
Aramaic for many generations (see below, pp. 114 ff.); the Ammonites 
always wrote in the Aramaic script and did not develop a tradition of 
their own. 

As we have seen above, this controversy affects the dating of the Am
monite inscriptions. We have already discussed the date of the Deir (Alla 
plaster inscription and that of the Nimrud ostracon. The exact dating of 
the Tell Siran inscription is of considerable historical significance. Cross 
dates its script to c. 600 B.C. and suggests that there were three Am
monite kings named Amminadab.78 The inscription mentions "Am
minadab the son of Hi~~i1) el, the son of Amminadab". In his opinion none 
of them can be identified with Amminadab, who was mentioned in 667 
B.C. in the Assyrian lists of the twelve vassals who paid tribute to Ashur

76. Cross (above, n. 67): AUSS 13, p. 14. 
77. Ihid. 
78. Cross (above. n. 66), pp. 13-15. 
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banipal. However, if the script of the Tell Siran text is regarded as belong
ing to the Aramaic series, it is reasonable to assume that the Tell Siran 
juglet belonged to Amminadab II the grandson of Amminadab I of 667 
B.C. 

There is also no epigraphic material that might acquaint us with the 
script of the Philistines. Presumably, in the twelfth century B.C. the 
Philistines used a Cypro-Mycenaean type of writing, butlater they discar
ded this tradition and lost the script together with other cultural attributes 
they had brought with them from their homeland in Crete or elsewhere. It 
is reasonable to assume that in the eighth and seventh centuries, when the 
Philistine kings bore Semitic names like !:Ian un, ~idqa and Mitinti, they 
spoke a Semitic language and wrote in a script similar to those current in 
this region. The material discovered to date is very scanty. On a seal of 
unknown provenance we read l(bd)t>b bn sb(t (bd mit bn ~dq); its owner 
was a certain (Abdeliab, who was the servant of Mititti the son of ~idqa 
(Fig. 99).79 Mititti (=Mitinti), king of Ashkelon, paid tribute (like 
Qausgabri king of Edom and Amminadab king of Ammon) to Ashur
banipal in 667 B.C. Mitinti's father ~idqa is mentioned as king of 
Ashkelon in the description of Sennacherib's campaign to Palestine in 
701 B.C. Interestingly enough, this seal does not only have characters 
that are similar to Hebrew letters (mainly taw), but also Phoenician
Aramaic features (the vertical downstrokes of mem, nun and mainly of 
the $ade). The sherd inscribed ]p~r from Ashdod does not exhibit any 
local characteristics,80 but another (unpublished) sherd, also from 

Fig. 99. Seal of a Philistine official 

79. 	A. Bergman (Biran), Two Hebrew Seals of the cEbed Class, JBL 55 (1936), 
pp. 224-226. 

80. 	M. Dothan and D. N. Freedman, Ashdod, I. (Atiqot, English Series 7 
(1967), pp. 84-85 PL 15:8. 
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Ashdod,81 has some interesting forms which may perhaps provide us with 
more details on the script used by the Philistines in the first half of the first 
millennium B.C. However, the paucity of the epigraphic material 
precludes further comment on the script practised by the Philistines, and 
we shall have to wait until archaeological excavations of Philistine sites 
unearth more, and perhaps longer, inscriptions. 

6. The Change from Hebrew to Jewish Script 

We have seen that in Israel and Judah there evolved a specific Hebrew 
national script. Towards the end of the First Temple period, the use of the 
Hebrew script was not restricted to scribes and individual educated per
sons, but there was presumably a certain stratum of the popUlation which 
knew how to read and write in the national script Nevertheless, in the 
Second Temple period this script had only a limited use and another, new 
script - the Jewish script, which is an offshoot of Aramaic - came to 
the fore. As early as the late third century, Hebrew biblical texts were 
written in the Jewish script (Fig. 100). The Hebrew script was used infre
quently by Jew s until the Second War against the Romans, and thereafter 
it was preserved only by the Samaritans. 

We are faced with an extraordinary phenomenon: the Jews, a conser
vative nation which adhered strictly to its traditional values, abandoned 
their own script in favour of a foreign one. When a literate people adopts 
a new script, it is generally because the new script has certain advantages. 
It was only natural that the Assyrians should introduce the Aramaic 
alphabet as an official form of writing, and yet they did not abandon their 
own complicated cuneiform script as a medium for their native language. 
The modern Turks exchanged their traditional script for the Latin 
alphabet, a move designed to underscore their cultural affinity with 
Europe rather than Asia, and at the same time, to affirm the secular 
character of the new Turkish republic. But the foremost consideration 
was practicality: the Latin alphabet is without doubt an easier system 

81. 	My thanks are due to Prof. Moshe Dothan for showing me this inscribed 
sherd. 
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than Arabic. However, neither expediency nor ideology - at least in the 
Persian period explains the Jews' preference for the Aramaic script, 
since the Aramaic and the Hebrew scripts had the same twenty-two let
ters. 

As a rule, there existed in ancient times a strong bond between a 
language and its script. Exceptions were rare and specific in nature. In
cantation texts, for instance, were universal and they passed from people 
to people without linguistic modification: two amulets found at Arslan 
Tash bear magic texts in a Canaanite dialect that were written in Aramaic 
characters of the seventh century B.C.82 The demotic script was used for 
an Aramaic religious text written on papyrus in Egypt, probably from the 
Persian period.B) A tablet from Uruk is inscribed with an Aramaic incan
tation text in cuneifonn characters.84 In general, however, a language and 
its script were closely linked. One illustration of this rule is a sixth-century 
B.C. seal of unknown provenance, which reads as follows: "(belonging) to 
Yehoyisma(, the daughter of Sawassaru~ur" (PI. 14:A). The engraver, 
presumably a Babylonian Jew, endeavoured to use Hebrew characters for 
the Hebrew name Yehoyisma(, and Aramaic ones for the Babylonian 
name of her father. 85 

In the Persian period, too, Jews used both languages and both scripts. 
Aramaic was mainly the language of administration and trade, and thus 
most of the inscriptions from this period found in Judah were written in 
the Aramaic language and script. But only one coin with the legend yhd 
(Yehud, the official Aramaic name of the province) in Aramaic letters is 
known. In Judah, towards the end of the Persian rule, coins were struck 
with Hebrew letters: in addition to the coins which mention only 
"Yehud", coins bearing the legend y~zqyh hp~h ("Yel).izkiyah the gover
nor") have been found. On these, the language (the initial he as article) 

82. 	KAI, No. 27; A. Caquot and R. du Mesnil du Buisson, La seconde tablette 
ou "petite amulette" d'Arslan-Tash, Syria 48 (1971), pp. 391-406. 

83. R. 	Bowman, An Aramaic Incantation in Demotic Script, JNES 3 (1941), 
pp. 219-231. 

84. 	J. J. Koopmans, Aramiiische Chrestomathie, Leiden 1962, No. 56 and the 
bibliography there. 

85. 	N. Avigad, Seals of Exiles, IEJ 15 (1965), pp. 228-230, PI. 40E. 
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Fig. 	 101. Yehud coins: 

(1) yhd in Aramaic letters (2) [yJ~zqlvhl hp~h 

and the script are clearly Hebrew (Fig. 101: PI. 14:B).86 On the other 
hand, some decades earlier, jar handles were impressed with seals in
dicating the name of the Province Yehud, and sometimes the names of the 
government officials who were responsible for the capacity of the jars, e.g. 
yhw(zr p~w): the form p~w) (with the final alef indicating the deter
minative state) is clearly Aramaic, and in this case the script used is also 
Aramaic (Fig. 102).87 This usage was likewise current in Samaria. A cave 
in Wadi Daliyeh, east of Samaria, yielded fragments of fourth-century 
deeds which had been written in Samaria on papyrus in the Aramaic 
language and script (see above, p. 87, Fig. 80). But together with them 
was found a bulla bearing the text /ly'S(}yhw bn [sn}}bl! p~t 'Smrn, i.e. 
"[belonging to IsaHah, the son of [San] ballat, the governor of Samaria" 
(Fig. 103). Here the script is Hebrew and so is the language: ben and not 
the Aramaic bar; Somron instead of the Aramaic Samrayin.88 

86. 	 Y. Meshorer, Jewish Coins of the Second Temple Period, Tel-Aviv 1967, PI. 
I; L. Y. Rahmani, Silver Coins of the Fourth Century B.C. from Tel 
Gamma, lEJ 21 (1971), pp. 158-160, PI. 31; fR, Nos. 144-147. 

87. N. Avigad, Bullae and Seals from a Post-Exilic Judaean Archive, Qedem 4 
(1976), Fig. 17, No.7. Avigad translatesp~w)"govemor", whereas I prefer 
- "official", see J. Naveh, Writing and Scripts in the Persian Period, World 
History ofthe Jewish People, vol. V (to be published); J. C. Greenfield and J. 
Naveh, Hebrew and Aramaic in the Persian Period, Cambridge History of 
Judaism (to be published). 

88. 	F. M. Cross, Papyri of the Fourth Century B.C. from Daliyeh, in D. N. 
Freedman and J. C. Greenfield (editors), New Directions in Biblical 
Archaeology, Garden City 1969, pp. 42-43, Figs. 34-35; fR, No. 148. 

(3) yhd in Hebrew letters 
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Fig. 102. Aramaic stamps on jars from the Province of Yehud 

Fig. 103. Seal of the governor of Samaria impressed on a buUa 
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True, when dealing with such short texts consisting of personal names 
and titles only, the language cannot be determined In fact, among the 
recently published 65 bullae of unknown provenance, but of Jewish 
origin, there were impressions of 12 seals, including those of Baruch, the 
son ofSim(i (brwk bn sm(y), Yiga)el, the son ofZikri (yg)[ bn zkry) and 
Jeremi the scribe (yrmy hspr). Although these seals contain Hebrew 
words (bn and hspr), their script is lapidary Aramaic of the late sixth cen
tury B.C. (Fig. 104).89 We have already seen the same phenomenon in the 
late ninth-century B.C. Kilamu inscription (above, p. 54) and there are 
many other indications that, in a bilingual society, a person's name and 
his title do not determine the language of the text. 90 This was surely true 
in the Persian period when Hebrew was still widely spoken among the 
Jews. Nevertheless, it seems likely that in the Persian period Hebrew 
texts were still being written in Hebrew characters. Further evidence for 
this suggestion can be found in the later coin legends: the Hasmonaean 
kings (135-37 B.C.), the leaders of the First Revolt (66-70 A.D.) and Bar
Kokhba (132-135 A.D.), all struck coins with Hebrew legends and 

@ 

~
~) 


Fig. 104. Bullae of the seals of Yiga'el Baruch, Jeremi, etc. 

89. Avigad (above., n. 87). 
90. 	 See e.g. the inscriptions published in N. Avigad, The Burial-Vault of a 

Nazirite Family on Mount Scopus, IEJ 21 (1971), pp. 196-198; J. Naveh, 
On Stone and Mosaic. The Aramaic and Hebrew Inscriptions from An
cient Synagogues, Jerusalem 1978, Nos. 3, 33, 80 (Hebrew). 
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Hebrew scripts (Fig. 105). However, when Alexander J annaeus chose an 
Aramaic text - mlk' )lksndrws snt kh "the king Alexander, year 25" 
it was written in the Jewish script, descendant of the Aramaic (Fig. 
106).91 

Fig. 105. Jewish coins with Hebrew legends 

91. J. Naveh, Dated Coins of Alexander Janneus, IEJ 18 (1968), pp. 20--26. 
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Fig. 106. Aramaic legend on a coin of Alexander Jannaeus; c. 4:1 

Texts written in the Hebrew script in the Second Temple period are 
rare. The small corpus of such texts consists of the above-mentioned 
coins and seal impressions, to which we can add the coins with the legend 
yhdh (Fig. 107) and the jar-handles stamped with the words yhd and 
yrslm (Jerusalem), from the early Hellenistic period (Fig. 108).92 These 
texts are official in nature and seem to indicate that the use of the Hebrew 
script in this period had nationalistic connotations. However, the use of 
the Hebrew script in parts of the Dead Sea Scrolls of Qumran 

~ 

~ 


Fig. 107. The legend yhdh on Fig. 108. yhd and yrslm stamps from the 
a coin from the early early Hellenistic period 

Hellenistic period 

92. P. W. Lapp, Ptolemaic Stamped Handles from Judah, BASOR 172 (1963), 
pp. 22-35; A. Kindler, Silver Coins Bearing the Name of Judea from the 
Early Hellenistic Period, IEJ 24 (1974), pp. 73-76; D. Jeselsohn, A New 
Coin Type with Hebrew Inscription, ibid., pp. 77-78. 
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presumably denotes sanctity: these are Pentateuch fragments in the 
Hebrew script (PL 14:C) and some scrolls in Jewish characters, in which 
the Tetragrammaton (the four letters yhwh) and other divine names are 
written in Hebrew letters (PI. 14:D}.93 A fragment of a marble slab with 
some Hebrew letters was found near the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.94 A 
graffito on an ossuary from Jerusalem featuring the name Eleazar (Fig. 
109)9S and some single letters on ostraca and column fragments from 
Massada96 seem to indicate that the Hebrew <script was also used in 
everyday life. 

Fig. 109. A graffito on an ossuary in Jewish and Hebrew characters 

However, the most striking find is a seven-line epitaph found in a burial 
cave at Giv(at ha-Mivtar in Jerusalem, presumably written in the Hero
dian period, but certainly before 70 A.D. The language is Aramaic but 

93. R. S. Hanson, Paleo-Hebrew Scripts of the Hasmonaean Age, BASOR 175 
(1964), pp. 26-42; Purvis (above, n. 54), Table III, 1-5. 

94. B. Mazar, The Archaeological Excavations near the Temple Mount, in 
Y. Yadin (editor), Jerusalem Revealed, Jerusalem 1975, pp. 31-32, Fig. on 
p. 35. 

95. M. Rosenthaler, A Paleo-Hebrew Ossuary Inscription, lEJ 25 (1975), pp. 
138-139. 

96. Y. Yadin, Massada, London 1966, pp. 69. 190. 
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the script is Hebrew (PI. lS:A). As to its contents, the inscription is writ
ten in the first person and its translation is as follows: 

"I, Abba, son of the priest Eleaz(ar), son of Aaron the high (priest), 
I, Abba, the oppressed and the persecuted, who was born in 
Jerusalem, and went into exile to Babylonia and brought (back to 
Jerusalem) Mattathi(ah), son of Jud(ah), and I buried him in the cave, 
which I acquired by the writ". 

The fact that the inscription deals with a living man who performed the 
burial, rather than with the deceased, is extraordinary indeed. The general 
appearance of the inscription is also unusual, and the Hebrew characters, 
notwithstanding the Aramaic language, are an exceptional feature in 
Jewish epigraphy. Since the Hebrew script was used by the Samaritans 
for writing Hebrew, Aramaic and, later, even Arabic texts, an initial con
clusion might be that the Abba inscription was not written by a Jew, but 
by a Samaritan; some letter fonns even resemble those of third-century 
A.D. and later Samaritan inscriptions. But its contents, the unmistakably 
Jewish name Judah, and the fact that it was found in Jerusalem, preclude 
such an assumption. Thus we have to regard it as an inscription written 
by a Jew.97 

The vast majority of the Pentateuch scrolls found in the Qumran caves 
near the Dead Sea are written in Jewish characters. There is one fragmen
tary text of Exodus written in a script very close to the Aramaic script of 
the Persian period, and for this reason Cross dated it to the mid-third cen
tury B.C. (see above, p.113, Fig. 100). This Exodus fragment is the earliest 
known Hebrew text written in Jewish characters rather than in Hebrew 
script.98 Only in that period did the Aramaic script used by the Jews 
develop its characteristic Jewish features. In the Persian period, the 
Aramaic script was an international means of communication and the 
same uniform script was practised in all the provinces of the Persian em· 

97. 	E. S. Rosenthal, The Giv(at ha-Mivtar Inscription, IEJ 23 (1973), pp. 72-81; 
J. Naveh, An Aramaic Tomb Inscripfion Written in Paleo-Hebrew Script, 
ibid., pp. 82-91; IR, No. 263. 

98. 	F. M. Cross, The Development of the Jewish Scripts, BANE, p. 175, Fig. 1, 
Line 3. 
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pire. The various national versions of the Aramaic script began to appear 
only about a century after the fall of the Persian empire, when the official 
language of the central government was no longer Aramaic but Greek. 
The Aramaic script was at that time so deeply implanted that the various 
nations continued to use it. But since the official language and script were 
no longer Aramaic, there was no unifying force to preserve the uniformity 
of the Aramaic script. Different nations began to develop their own ver
sions, and thus the Jewish script evolved from the Aramaic. It seems 
likely that the Jews began to write Hebrew texts in the Aramaic script 
only when they felt that their form of the Aramaic script was distinctively 
Jewish. This does not constitute an entirely satisfactory explanation as to 
why the Jews neglected their own traditional mode of writing in favour of 
the new script. However, the old tradition was not entirely abandoned, 
and the Hebrew script did survive in some circles. 

Towards the end of the Second Temple period, the Jews wrote mainly 
in the Jewish script while the Hebrew script was generally confined to 
texts of a specific nature. However, this observation holds for normative 
Jewish society only. We have no information regarding the attitude of the 
various Jewish sects to the Hebrew script. If we accept Diringer's view 
that the Hebrew script was in widespread use among the Sadducees, and 
that the Hasmonaean coin legends were struck under their infiuence,99 we 
may presume that the Pentateuch scrolls, fragments of which were found 
in Qumran, were written by Sadducee scribes. Whoever was responsible, 
whether the Sadducees or some other Jewish sect, unmentioned in our 
sources, it seems likely that the Pharisees opposed the use of the Hebrew 

Fig. 110. Earliest Samaritan inscription on a capital from Emmaus 

99. 	D. Diringer, Early Hebrew Script versus Square Hebrew Script, Essays and 
Studies Presented to S. A. Cook, London 1950, pp. 46-49. 
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script. The negative attitude of normative Judaism to the Hebrew script 
receives expression in the Talmudic sources. In the Babylonian Talmud, 
Sanhedrin 21 b, we read: 

Originally the Torah was given to Israel in the Hebrew script and in 
the sacred language; later, in the time of Ezra, the Torah was given in 
the Assyrian script [i.e. the Aramaic script, introduced by the 
Assyrians as an official script] and the Aramaic language. They selec
ted for Israel the Assyrian script and the Hebrew language, leaving the 
Hebrew script and the Aramaic language for the ordinary people. 

This beraitha and other passages (ibid., Sanhedrin 22a; Tosefta, Sanh. V. 
7: Palestinian Talmud, Megilla 71a-b) indicate that rabbinical circles were 
concerned with the problem and approached it in a spirit of apology. 
Rabbi Yehuda ha-Nasi maintained that the Torah had originally been 
given in the Assyrian script. 

The unusual contents of the Abba inscription may perhaps support an 
assumption that it was written by a person with heterodox views. Abba, 
while emphasizing his priestly origin, says that he, 'the oppressed and the 
persecuted ... was born in Jerusalem and went into exile to Babylonia'. 
Did he go to exile of his own free will, or was he exiled, and if so, by 
whom? Who was Mattathiah, son of Judah, whose bones Abba took 
pains to bury in Jerusalem? By whom was Abba oppressed and per
secuted? All these questions remain unanswered. We may, however, 
hazard a guess that Abba was a separatist of some kind, who was out
lawed and persecuted either by the government, because of his zealous 
nationalism, or by the official Jewish establishment, on account of his 
heterodox religious opinions. 

The Samaritans, who believe that they are the true descendants of the 
sons of Israel, preserved the old Hebrew script. In the third century A.D. 
Rav J:Iisda explained that the "ordinary people" to whom the Hebrew 
script was conferred, were in fact the Samaritans (Babylonian Talmud, 
Sanhedrin 21b). The earliest Samaritan inscription is a short text written 
on an Ionic capital from Emmaus (Fig. 110). Since the script does not dif
fer essentially from that of the legends on the coins of the First Revolt, the 
Emmaus inscription is dated to the first century A.D. Typically the 
Samaritan traits are discernible only in the scripts of the third-century 
A.D. and later Samaritan inscriptions found in Emmaus, Shechem and 
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other sites (Fig. 111; PI. 15:B).lOO Albright therefore suggested that the 
final schism between the Jews and the Samaritans should be dated to the 
early first century B.C., when Shechem and Samaria were conquered by 
the Jews. 101 
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Fig. 111. A Samaritan inscription 

100. 	 For more detailed discussion on the Samaritan script see Purvis (above, n. 
54) and Naveh (above, n. 97). 

101. 	 W. F. Albright, From Stone Age to Christianity2, Garden City 1957, pp. 
345-346, n. 12. 
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V. THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE LATER 

ARAMAIC OFFSHOOTS 


After the Aramaic script diverged from the Phoenician, it evolved in a 
single direction for about half a millennium. Aramaic was the official 
script of the Assyrian, Babylonian and Persian empires; as such it was 
uniform, and no local scripts developed even in the remotest provinces. 
The norms for the Aramaic language and script were established by the 
scribes of the royal administration. Naturally, therefore, the official 
Aramaic language adopted various eastern elements, such as Akkadian 
and Persian loan words, and was influenced by the grammar and syntax 
of those languages. Thus Official Aramaic can be regarded as an eastern 
dialect. The use of the western dialect in the Persian period was confined 
to private letters and other texts written or composed by Aramaeans. The 
Hermopolis papyri and the Proverbs of Al}iqar belong to this category. 1 

In this period the Aramaic language and script were deeply implanted in 
the cultures of the various peoples. With the exception of the Aramaeans~ 
most peoples were bilingual. In places where both Aramaic and the native 
tongue were spoken, the Aramaic script was prevalent. For their part, the 
Persians did not develop a national script, and it seems that the Old Per
sian cuneiform syllabary writing (Fig. 112) was an artificial script em
ployed by the Achaemenid kings for royal monuments, but not used in 
daily life.2 The Jews still wrote Hebrew texts in the Hebrew script, but 

1. 	 J. C. Greenfield, Standard Literary Aramaic. Actes du Premier Congres In
ternational de Linguistique Semitique et Chamito-Semitique, The Hague
Paris 1974, p. 283. 

2. 	 R. N. Frye, The Heritage of Persia, London 1962, pp. 74-75, 103. 
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)1Iloo-

<~,....... gu 
TTT..- tulTr a ~T fa /£:<- mul'~T la j::<T< 'king' 

TT -- i «TY ka Y« faff da T<- ya Y£: sa m } 
'land'..... 

~Y~wa Y--T za ~~TYTr- ka<ff u ETT di ==< na 
Joo)o-T< la -- 'earth'Yt: ka ~ wt « /a<ET du «<«== nu 

.... - • ~T< 'god'~E ra)o-T'T rna ET ra<T ku Y<T ta TTii , word:E pa<TT)o- ga !~' ta ~< ruYC mi <3 ha dividern 

Fig. 112. Old Persian syllabary 

Aramaic was widely accepted (see above, pp.114 ff.). Various Arab tribes, 
who wrote in their South Semitic scripts (Dedanite, Lihyanite and 
Thamudic), began to use the Aramaic script (see below, pp. 153 IT.). 

After the fall of the Persian empire, vast territories came under 
Hellenistic rule and Greek became the language of the government. But 
Aramaic could not be uprooted, and various peoples continued to use the 
Aramaic language and script. However, since the central administration 
used Greek rather than Aramaic, there was no way of preserving the un
iformity of the Aramaic script. Thus various nations or cultural units 
began to develop independent Aramaic scripts. The same period saw the 
start of a broad diversification among the Aramaic dialects. In the initial 
stage (c. 300 B.C.-200 A.D.), the various dialects still bear a close 
affinity to the official Aramaic language. Side by side with specifically 
local features, elements from Official Aramaic are clearly discernible in 
the inscriptions and manuscripts written by Jews and Nabataeans both in 
the west, and in Palmyra, Hatra and other centres in the east. At a later 
stage, a more extensive development of the various Aramaic dialects took 
place. East Aramaic is represented chiefly by Syriac, Babylonian Jewish 
Aramaic and Mandaic, and West Aramaic, by Palestinian Jewish 
Aramaic, Palestinian Christian Aramaic and Samaritan Aramaic. 

The various Aramaic scripts can also be divided into eastern and 
western groups. The list of eastern Aramaic scripts includes, in addition 
to Syriac and Mandaic, the scripts that were practised in Palmyra, Hatra, 
Nisa (Turkmenistan), Armazi (Georgia), Elymais (the southern border 

126 



Aramaic Writing in the Iranian World 

area between modern Iraq and Iran), etc.; in the west only two scripts 
evolved: Jewish and Nabataean. 

The classification of the scripts does not entirely parallel that of the 
dialects. Although a number of eastern (e.g. Syriac and Mandaic) and 
western dialects (Nabataean, Jewish) had their individua1 scripts, a 
western dialect could be written in an eastern Aramaic script, and vice 
versa. For instance, Palestinian Christian Aramaic was written in Syriac 
characters, while the Jewish Aramaic dialect of the Babylonian Talmud 
was written in the Jewish characters developed by the Jews in Palestine. 
Moreover, Samaritan Aramaic was not written in Aramaic but in the 
Samaritan script, which is a direct offshoot of the Hebrew script. 

Aramaic dialects survived in some peripheral areas of the Near East. 
In three isolated villages of the Anti-Lebanon region, north of Damascus, 
a West Aramiuc dialect is spoken; in Kurdistan and Azarbeijan, in the 
border area of Iran, Iraq, Turkey and the U.S.S.R., East Aramaic is still 
in use. Today, Syriac is used in the Assyrian Church, and Mandaic is still 
practised by the Mandaean (gnostic) sect. However, the principal modern 
offshoots of the Aramaic script are the Jewish and the Arabic scripts; the 
latter developed from the N abataean. 

1. Aramaic Writing in the Iranian World 

Aramaic scribal traditions were developed by peoples who spoke 
Aramaic, or had originally spoken another Semitic language, such as 
Hebrew and Arabic. But there were also non-Semites, speaking Indian or 
Iranian languages, who wrote in Aramaic in the Persian period, and con
tinued this practice after the fall of the Achaemenid empire. In 
Afghanistan and north-west India, there have come to light scores of in
scriptions of King Asoka (268-233 B.C.), containing edicts that relate to 
Buddhist religious precepts and moral instruction. These were written 
mainly in Prakrit (a Middle Indian dialect that is a direct issue of 
Sanskrit), but also in Greek and Aramaic (PI. 16:A).l The two latter 

3. KAI, Nos. 273 and 279 (2nd Edition, 1966); E. Y. Kutscher, J. Naveh and 
S. Shaked, The Aramaic Inscriptions of Asoka, Leshonenu 34 (1970), pp. 
125-136 (Hebrew, English summary, pp. 6-7). 
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languages had international status: Greek was introduced to this area in 
the wake of Alexander's conquest and Aramaic was inherited from the 
Persian empire. In Armenia, some Aramaic boundary inscriptions erected 
by Artaxias I, king of Armenia (189-160 B.C.), have been discovered 
(Fig. 113; PI. 16:B). Artaxias divided the fields between the villages in the 

Fig. 113. Aramaic boundary inscriptions from 
Armenia 

course of his agrarian reform, and this act was inscribed on small stelae.4 

The wine cellars of the Parthian capital Nisa (today in Turkmenistan, 
U.S.S.R.), yielded over two thousand ostraca written in the Aramaic 
script of the first century B.C. (PI. 17:B). These were "labels" with details 

4. 	 KAI, Nos. 274-275. Revised reading see in J. Naveh, The Aramaic Inscrip
tions on Boundary Stones in Armenia, Die Welt des Orients 6/1 (1971), pp. ' 
42-46; A. Perikbanian, Les inscriptionS' arameennes du roi Artaches, Revue 
des Etudes Armeniennes, N.S. 8 (1971), pp. 169-174. 
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on the contents of the jars, namely, the quality of the wine or vinegar and 
its provenance, the year of its dispatch, and the name of the official who 
delivered it.s In Armazi, the capital of ancient Iberia, not far from modern 
Tbilisi, the capital of Soviet Georgia, Greek and Aramaic inscriptions 
from the second century A.D. were found (Fig. 114),6 At that period the 

>t )?Y b) ~('Y-2 'm/-..Y1 
If,~ 77 J(' :Y'm.-0~n IY1l) r 
MY'" It-I~?/) )('}f )--~r'h 
./>" -<'~.J>Y' j>U 'I ~ 7~n 
p r~ 't-

l /, ?)?.(h )('PV>. 
) c< ~?f->( rc.) '(t-~ >f' 

~JI, ~my(Ylr~ jJ}>('I7
/'1'(Yll ?)'I)~ ~ Y"II"(}. )r 

y )('l)'('n Yniml ~)?,y..LG
Ii) Y'r11 m ) nJ)j ~ 

('») f I~ )}'>kJ>;!l-h-: 
Fig. 114. The Aramaic part of a bilingual (Greek-Aramaic) inscription from Armazi 

5. 	 I. M. Diakonov and V. A. Livshitz, Dokumenti iz Nisi, Moscow 1960; M. 
Sznycer. Nouveaux ostraca de Nisa, Semitica 12 (1962), pp. 105-126. 

6. 	 KAI, No. 276; E. Y. Kutscher and J. Naveh, The Bilingual Inscription from 
Armazi, Leshonenu 34 (1970), pp. 309-313 (Hebrew, English summary), 
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Georgians or the Armenians did not have their own scripts. The Georgian 
and Armenian scripts were invented at a later date, while the Parthians, 
like the Persians, never developed a script of their own. The Iranian and 
Caucasian peoples spoke their individual languages, but for writing they 
used either Greek or Aramaic. Thus, since Aramaic was not a spoken 
language at that time, and no Aramaic dialect developed, these peoples 
continued to write in Official Aramaic. In the inscriptions from Armenia, 
Nisa and Armazi there are various deviations from standard Aramaic, in 
the form of non-Aramaic words and grammatical and syntactical 
anomalies. Most of these linguistic peculiarities are translations and'loans 
from the language spoken by the writer. 7 Scholarly opinion is divided as 
to whether the Nisa and Armazi texts are a corruption of Aramaic, or an 
example of Parthian and Georgian ideographic writing, i.e. the use of 
Aramaic words to designate the equivalent Parthian words, just as the 
Babylonians and Assyrians wrote Sumerian words but read them in their 
own language.8 

As we have mentioned, the Persians did not evolve an independent 
national script. Moreover, not until the Arab conquest of Persia, when the 
Persians began to use the Arabic script for writing their language, did 
they systematically adapt a script to render their own language. There is 
an inscription on the tomb of Darius I in N aqs-i Rustam which was writ
ten in the Aramaic script and, it seems, in the Old Persian language,9 but 
generally the Persians wrote in the Aramaic script and the Aramaic 
language. It is doubtful whether every official in the Achaemenid 
kingdom knew how to read and write Aramaic. This competence was 
generally limited to the scribes, who could write in Aramaic a text that 
wa's dictated in Persian, and could read in Persian from the written 
Aramaic. Although this practice seems to us rather complicated, the Per
sians, Parthians and Sogdians adhered to it for a long time. Over the cen
turies, many Iranian words were introduced, and the Aramaic vocabulary 

7. 	 See Kutscher and Naveh (above, nn. 3, 4, 6). 
8. 	 W. B. Henning, Mitteliranisch, Handbuch der Orientalistik, 1. Abt./4. Band: 

Iranistik; 1. Abschnitt: Linguistik, Leiden-Koln 1958, pp. 27-28, 37-40. 
9. 	 E. Herzfeld, Allpersische Inschriften, Berlin 1938, p. 12, PI. 4; Henning 

(above, n. 8), p. 24. 
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gradually declined. Later, the Aramaic language became obsolete and 
even the scribes were unacquainted with Aramaic grammar. Aramaic 
nouns and verbs had become fossilized and various Iranian suffixes were 
added to them. These fossilized Aramaic words are ideograms, which 
were written in Aramaic but read in Parthian or Persian. In the Parthian 
inscriptions (PI. 17:A) the word BRY (= Aramaic "my son") was read 
puhr ("son"), whereas in Pahlavi (Middle Persian) BRH (="his son") was 
read pus ("son"). In the Sassanian period, when a Persian wished to ex
press in writing the Pahlavi word nisastan (= "to sit") he wrote down the 
Aramaic ideogram YTYBWN Aramaic ''they will sit") and added to it 
the Persian suffix -stn; nisast "he sat") was written YTYBWN-st; 
butan (= "to be") was written YHWWN-tn, comprising the Aramaic 
ideogram YHWWN (= Aramaic "they will be") which stands for but (= 
"he was"), and the Persian phonetic ending tan. The Persian word for 
"no" was ne, but it was expressed in writing by the Aramaic word L}; sap 

"night") - LYLY}; das! (= "hand") YDH (= in fact, "his hand"); 
sah (= "king") MLK); ndm (= "name") SM, but ndmak 
"book") 8M-k. Certain Persian words could be written both 
ideographically and phonetically, e.g. "he was" could be written either 
YHWWNt or bwt. 1o 

At first sight, this ideographic writing appears overly complicated. 
Surely, one would suppose, if the Persians had written in phonetic writ
ing only, without the Aramaic ideograms, they could have made reading 
much easier. However, their conservative adherence to the ideographic 
system can be explained by the nature of the script which they derived 
from the Aramaic. Scholars who work with Middle Iranian texts know 
that it is considerably easier to read the Aramaic ideograms than the 
words written in phonetic script. As early as the first century B.C., the 
Nisa ostraca (written either in bad Aramaic or in ideographic Parthian), 
present us with difficulties in identifying various letters, on account of the 
cursive nature of the script, in which several letters have similar or even 
identical forms. The assimilation of letter forms is a progressive process. 
In the Pahlavi manuscripts there are only thirteen letter forms: ale! and 
~et have the same form; as do gimel. dalet and yod, as well as waw, nunt 

10. Henning (above, n. 8), pp. 30-37. 
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(ayin and resh. ret and qoj do not exist in Pahlavi. He, used only as a 
final letter in ideograms, was written exactly like memo No diacritic signs 
existed to differentiate between various consonants (Fig. 115),11 It was 
obviously much easier for the reader to identify the fossilized Aramaic 
ideograms than to decipher the individual consonants of the phonetic 
writing. 

2. The Aramaic Script in the East 

In contrast to the west, where only two scripts developed from the un
iform Aramaic, a large number of Aramaic scripts evolved in the east. 
However, since the latter have many common features which do not oc
cur in the western scripts, we must presume either that there was once an 
eastern Aramaic prototype from which the various East Aramaic scripts 
evolved, or, alternatively, that the affinities were a consequence of close 
cultural relations and reciprocal influence. It is not easy to choose be
tween these two possibilities. Only by obtaining further evidence, notably 
epigraphic material from the second and first centuries B.C., shall we be 
able to approach a solution to this problem. On the basis of their 
typological features, the extant eastern Aramaic scripts can be divided 
into three main groups, which developed in different geographical 
regions: 

(1) The Syriac-Palmyrene branch in North Syria and on the Upper 
Euphrates. 
(2) The North Mesopotamian branch, which evolved on the Upper Tigris 
and is represented mainly by the script of Hatra. 
(3) The South Mesopotamian branch, to which the Mandaic script 
belongs. 

This threefold division covers only the scripts which were used for 
writing Aramaic texts and does not include the Aramaic ideographic 
scripts which developed through the writing of Iranian dialects such as 
Persian, Parthian) Sogdian and Khorazmian (although these) too, should 

11. H. S. Nyberg, A Manual of Pahlavi, I, Wiesbaden 1964, p. 129. 
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Fig. 115. The Aramaic alphabet written by Iranians 

be classified as eastern Aramaic scripts). We shall first describe those 
scripts which are remote, geographically and typologically, from the 
western Aramaic scripts, and then discuss the Syriac-Palmyrene branch 
which has certain affinities with the Jewish and Nabataean scripts. 

a. The South Mesopotamian branch 

The Mandaeans were a gnostic sect the vestige of which still exists in 
Khuzistan, on the Iraq-Iran border near the Persian Gulf. Their religion 
combined Babylonian, Persian, Jewish and Christian elements. The Man
daeans are thought to have come to this area from Palestine, and some 
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scholars reinforce this theory with the assumption that the Mandaeans 
learned the Aramaic script from the Nabataeans. Their argument is based 
mainly on the fact that the letter alef has a circle-like shape in both the 
Nabataean and the Mandaic scripts. Lidzbarski, who supported the 
theory of the Mandaeans' western origin and their early settlement in Khu
zistan, pointed out in 1922 that the kings of Characene (who were under 
Parthian suzerainty) issued coins with Mandaic legends in Khuzistan in 
the third century A.D.12 Thirty years ago, Henning deciphered the rock 
inscriptions that accompanied the Elymaic relief monuments of Tang-i 
Sarvak, and the legend of a coin struck in the kingdom of Elymais in the 
second century A.D. (Fig. 116).13 Then Macuch realized that this 

Fig. 116. Legend on an Elymaean coin 

Elymaic script has much in common with the Mandaic script. He went 
further and stated that the Mandaeans who immigrated to Khuzistan at 
an earlier period brought their script with them from the west, and that the 
Elymaeans, the original inhabitants of this area, adopted this Mandaic 
script. l4 

Most Mandaean texts are manuscripts written in the Middle Ages and 
in the modern period, but there are also several scores of incantation texts 
written on bowls or on lead (Fig. 117; PI. 17:C). The bowls are generally 
dated to the sixth century A.D. and some lead scrolls to c. 400 A.D.ls 
The Mandaeans, who believed that writing was sacred, wrote their 
manuscripts in a skilled, formal book-hand, the incantation texts, on the 

12. 	M. Lidzbarski, Die Miinzen der Characene mit mandaischen Legenden, 
Mani auf Miinzen seiner Zeit. Zeitschriftfiir Numismatik 33 (1922), pp. 83
96. 

13. 	W. B. Henning, The Monuments and Inscriptions of Tang-i Sarvak, Asia 
Major 2 (1951/2), pp. 151-178. 

14. 	R. Macuch, Anfiinge der,Mandaer, in F. Altheim and R. Stiehl, Die Araber 
in der Alten Welt, II, Berlin 1965, p. 146. 

15. E. Yamauchi, Mandaic Incantation Texts, New-Haven 1967, p. 2. 
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Fig. 117. Mandaic incantation text on a bowl 

~c.m~ ~ c::eJ'7I <PJ'A -;., cr 

fr ~~ 
Fig. 118. Inscription from Tang-i Butan at the Shimbar Valley 
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other hand, were written less scrupulously. In addition to the above
mentioned Tang-i Sarvak reliefs and the coin legend, Elymaic inscriptions 
have been found on similar relief monuments in the Valley of Shimbar 
(Fig. 118), where dipinti, as yet undeciphered, were also discovered,16 as 
well as on a fragmentary stele in Bard-i Nishandeh, near Mesjed-i Sul
eiman, and in Thaj and EI-Qatif near the island of Ba~rein, about 400 km. 
south of the point where the Shatt el-Arab reaches the Persian Gulf. 17 The 
scripts used in these inscriptions belong to the same branch as that of the 
Characenaean coin legends and the Mandaic script; we may call this 
branch 'South Mesopotamian' (Fig. 119). 

This script has several affinities with the other scripts of the eastern 
Aramaic family, whereas any similarity between Mandaic and Nabataean 
is simply a result of the fact that both scripts developed from a common 

I 

ancestor, namely, the standard Aramaic script of the Persian period. The 
Elymaic script is earlier than Mandaic: this is evident not only from the 
letter forms, but also from the fact that the letters in the Elymaic script 
are generally written separately, with only a rudimentary anticipation of 
ligatured writing, whereas the Mandaic script is fully ligatured.18 

Mandaic has a sign denoting the relative pronoun d which doubtless 
evolved from Elymaic ligatured zy. It should be noted that in this branch 
there was no differentiation between final and medial letter forms; kqJ; 
nun,pe and ~ade had long downstrokes in medial and final positions alike. 
In Mandaic these letters are nevertheless ligatured. The long kaf, nun, pe 
and ~ade are also used in the North Mesopotamian scripts (which did not 
evolve ligatures), but the Syriac-Palmyrene branch has distinctive forms 
for final and medial kaf and nun. This can be explained by postulating 
that the North and South Mesopotamian Aramaic scripts evolved from 
the formal style of the standard Aramaic that was used mainly for 

16. A. D. H. Bivar and S. Shaked, The Inscriptions at Shimbar, BSOAS 27 
(1964), pp. 265-290. 

17. 	F. A1theim and R. Stiehl, Die Amber in der Alten Welt, VII, Berlin 1968, 
pp. 77-78, 94-95, Figs. 29, 37 top; V/2, Berlin 1969, pp. 24-26, Figs. 7-8. 

18. 	P. W. COXOD, Script Analysis and Mandaean Origins, JSS 15 (1970), pp. 
16-30; J. Naveh, The Origin of the Mandaic Script, BASOR 198 (1970), pp. 
32-37. 
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Fig. 119. Development of the South Mesopotamian scripts (in comparison with 
Nabataean). Key to the parallels: (1) a bulla from Babylonia; (2) the Nash papyrus; 
(3) Hatra; 	 (4) the Birecik inscription, Syriac of 6 A.D.; (4a) Syriac inscription of 

165 A.D. from Samatar Harabesi (A raised x marks final forms) 

engraving on stone, whereas the western Aramaic scripts and Syriac
Palmyrene followed the Aramaic book-hand, which was strongly influen
ced by the cursive of the Persian period. 
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Fig. 120. Hatran inscription No. 214 from 97/8 A.D. 

b. 	 The North Mesopotamian branch 

The tolerant Parthian rulers allowed the subject nations to establish 
autonomous kingdoms in their empire. In addition to Elymais and 
Characene in South Mesopotamia, other minor states arose which preser
ved a cultural identity. In Ratra and Edessa there evolved independent 
Aramaic scripts. In Hatra, as in Edessa (and in Palmyra across the bor
der, in the Roman empire), Arab kings had ruled since the first century 
B.C. The wealth of Hatra (an oasis between the Euphrates and the 
Tigris), like that of Palmyra, derived from the international trade which 
passed through the city. Archaeological excavations at Hatra revealed re
mains which bear witness to a rich and flourishing town. The finds inc1ude 
about four hundred Aramaic inscriptions. 19 These are for the most part 
votive inscriptions written in a script which has some affinity with the 
South Mesopotamian scripts, on the one hand, and with Palmyrene
Syriac, on the other, but there are other elements which are unique to this 
script. 

About ten of the Hatran inscriptions are dated. The earliest bears the 
date "year 409" (= 97/8 A.D.) of the Seleucid Era, which began in 
October, 312 B.C. The script of this earliest dated inscription is already 
quite developed (Fig. 120). Unfortunately, there is no sufficient epigraphic 
material to indicate the earlier evolution of this script type. The latest 

19. 	J. Naveh, The North--MesoJXltamian Aramaic Script Type in the Late 
Parthian Period, IDS 2 (1972), pp. 293-294, n. 6; R. Degen, Weitere In
schriften aus Hatra (Nr. 281-335), Neue Ephemeris Jiir Semitische 
Epigraphik, III, Wiesbaden 1978, pp. 67-111. 
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dated inscriptions in Hatra are from 238 A.D. (Fig. 121);20 it seems likely 
that soon after that date, Hatra was destroyed by the Sassanians, perhaps 
by Shapur I who became king in 240 A.D. Inscriptions written in this 
type of script were found not only in Hatra and its immediate vicinity, 
but also in Dura Europos on the Euphrates (PI. 18:A) and in Assur on the 
Tigris. Moreover, the North Mesopotamian Aramaic script also spread to 
the North. Single inscriptions were discovered at two sites in Tur-(Abdin 
- Sari (Fig. 122) and Hassan-Kef (Fig. 123) - at Garni in Armenia 
(Fig. 124) and at Armazi in Georgia (see above, Fig. 114). All these in
scriptions belong to the second half of the second century and the first 
half of the third century A.D.21 

In the dated Hatran inscriptions, the evolution of the script can be 
followed for 140 years (98-238) during which time there were no signifi
cant changes. However, when we examine the scripts used in Tur- (Abdin, 
Armenia and Georgia, we can see substantial modifications in some letter 
forms (Fig. 125). These modifications were probably introduced in order 
to distinguish between various letters which had earlier assimilated: e.g. 
he and ~et, or gimel and (ayin. It seems likely that the Hatrans were 
bound to their script by tradition and therefore did not alter it; when the 
script was taken over by other centres, however, its users permitted them
selves to introduce various changes in order to avoid confusion between 
similar letters. This usually meant the addition of a stroke, although 
sometimes the stance of a letter was shifted. In Armenia and Georgia 
single elements were adopted from other script types: at Garni there is a 
diacritic point on the resh, which was probably added under Syriac (or 
Palmyrene) influence; the Armazi scrIpt adopted pe and shin from the 
Parthian scri pt. 

The North Mesopotamian branch probably died out soon after the fall 
of the Parthian empire. None of the known inscriptions can be dated with 
certainty to the second half of the third century A.D. or later. Thus this 
script did not have time to develop a systematic ligatured form, nor did it, 
in common with the South Mesopotamian branch, have distinctive final 

20. Naveh (above, 	n. 19), pp. 300-304, J. T. Milik, Dedicaces faites par des 
dieux, Paris 1972, pp. 353-366. 

21. Naveh (above, n. 19), pp. 293-304. 
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and medial letter forms. Apparently both branches developed from a 

common, formal prototype used for writing on stone. This assumption 

will be proven or refuted when the Mesopotamian soil provides us with 

Aramaic inscriptions from the second and first centuries B.C. Meanwhile, 

the scripts of the third-century B.C. Aramaic inscriptions of Asoka (see 

above, p. 127) can perhaps be regarded as an early ancestor of this 
script type. 

c. 	 The Palmyrene-Syriac branch 

After the Roman conquest of Syria, Palmyra, the oasis in the Syrian 

desert, became an important station on the trade route to the east. Form
ing part of the Roman empire, bu! located on the border of the Parthian 

empire, Palmyra amassed a fortune from taxes, customs and the safe con~ 

duct of trade caravans. The semi-nomadic Arabs who settled in Palmyra 

(and in Petra, Edessa and Hatra) adopted the Aramaic language and 

script, the lingua franca of the ancient world, and developed the script in 
their own way. Unlike the Nabataean, the Palmyrene and Syriac inscrip

tions generally have no Arab words or Arab linguistic features, and it has 
been suggested that the colloquial language in Palmyra and Edessa was 

Aramaic. 
The earliest dated Palmyrene inscription is from 44 B.C. (PI. 18:B).22 

Palmyrene inscriptions are known not only in the areas of modern Syria 

and north Iraq, but also in Egypt, Algeria, England, Italy, Hungary and 

Rumania, where isolated specimens have been discovered, indicating that 

persons of Palmyrene origin lived in every land in the Roman empire. 

Palmyra was destroyed in 272 and the latest Palmyrene inscriptions are 

from around that time. 23 

The Palmyrene inscriptions are mainly votive and burial inscriptions, 

and most of them were carved or incised on stone. A long bilingual 

Greek-Palmyrene inscription includes a list of customs tariffs on various 

goods. The script of these inscriptions is formal, and is generally termed 

22. 	 J. Starcky, Inscriptions archai'ques de Palmyre, Studi Orientalistici in onore 
di G. Levi della Vida, II, Rome 1956, p. 510, PI. I; F. M. Cross, The 
Development of the Jewish Script, BANE, p. 208, Fig. 6:2. 

23. CIS, II Nos. 3901A612; Inventaire des inscriptions de Palmyre, I-XII, Paris 
1930-1975; D. Schlumberger, La Palmyrene du Nord-Ouest, Paris 1951. 
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Palmyrene monumental script (Fig. 126). However, the Palmyrenes also 
used cursive script, presumably for writing on papyrus and parchment. 
Although inscriptions on these perishable materials have not yet been 
found, the cursive script is known from grafitti and dipinti found at Dura 
Europos (Fig. 127)24 and from a few inscriptions (Fig. 128). 

J,IJ,(( qcNj\'1~)(J.)j fj1.::1 bt~Jj 63:J J1JJSfi 

G'{~.J~~G\'1Jf<X,\)Jj63~~J~h 


C\~6Jbm~<'\)j111:J'1lX~~ 'i:>":H '1~~ 

113333"7Y.hJ \:.t:)\tJM\:J~11~"'~~~"JJC< 


Fig. 126. Palmyrene monumental inscription 

Fig. 127. Palmyrene dipinto at Dura Europos 

24. 	R. du Mesnil du Buisson, Inventaire des inscriptions paimyreniennes de 
Doura Europos, Paris ]939. On the Palmyrene and Syriac custom of writing 
in ink vertically see 1. Naveh, Syriac Miscellanea, (Atiqot, English series 11 
(1976), p. 103. 

144 



rtf 



--

I 

... I:: 
.g!!lS ;::~ !!:1~ ~':'S~ ~~~ ~ ~ ~~ .~~ ..."tItIe;... ... E~ !;:l~rt "~~ ~!: :.::'".::~.~ ... "'!::! ~ Z z ~!: 

~ 

~ '" 
;::i ~~ ~ J;~ ~l!:::.> ...... 

4~~ :---
~ 

,zr< 'Alaph~ 

.:II.,::) ..:::l..::...:::> ::I b Beth 

g Gamal~" ~~ 
I '" " :t d Dalath?f !' 

CD Uf0,. HehOf 

0 0Q. Waww0 , 
 ,J. Zain 

...... 

zI I 

~ .» l] I:Ieth- -
Tetht~~ ~ ~~~ I 

• ~
....
.... 
 ...J YiidhY 

, ..,:.t. kt:J Kaph.., ~..!II~~ 
1 Lamadh'" 
 ~
~. ) ~ ~ 

l\1im::A m~..::I:J~"!:O¥I rf 
_____ 1, NiinnJ. ,\..lJ t 

SernkathJ:l:)ClCI s..m..&:Dotom I» 

t tE~ ~ ..lo.~ ~" 
~a ..s9 p Pe9~ 

yadhe~ 'Y.-SJJ 
Qoph.J:'J qSJ..Q...t:I A.0 , :, Resr; .. 

I Sin.... .L oX s... ... .. 
I t Taw~l ~ 

i ! 
, I ~ 

Fig. 129. Syriac characters 
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Syriac is the language of the Syrian Christians whose centre was in 
Edessa (modern Urfa in South Turkey, near the border with Syria). Over 
a long period, numerous Christian manuscripts were written in this 
eastern Aramaic dialect and in the Syriac script. Tradition has it that the 
Syriac translation of the Bible, the Peshi~ta, originated in Edessa around 
200 A.D. In Edessa, within the bounds of the Parthian empire, a people 
of Arab origin established a kingdom and later accepted Christianity, and 
Edessa became an important Christian centre. In the wake of schism in 
the Syrian Church, the Syriac script was also diversified. Best known are 
the following three types: Estrangeio (= "round script") which preserved 
the old, formal letters as they appear in the inscriptions; Serto (= "linear 
script"), a cursive style; and Nestorian, which can be described as a semi
formal script (Fig. 129).25 The Syriac script was also employed by the 
Palestinian Christians, although they spoke in a western Aramaic 
dialect. 26 Today Syriac is the sacred language and script of what is called 
the "Assyrian" Church. 

The earliest dated Syriac inscriptions are from 6 A.D. (from Birecik on 
the Euphrates, about 75 km. west of Edessa) and 73 A.D. (from Serrin, 
south-west of Edessa) (Figs. 130-131). From Dura Europos comes a legal 

T/I.~I. I Ai\".'(f\~ II I \?-- ")>\D ..Y\'L. ~ r4 ~::J)j 

: .~J-.:::..:) "~.. "; ~"-:)\C: h~ IJr<:'"~.)J)\-
~r\j.~,\\\~\~U f\~\~ )r\J~\\..2J 

--,f\(\I\f\yJ ~u~JJ ~.J'C').lJ \~«'<::.-J.:il 
r<'~,\\ f\,'7\J.:::1 <0\J K"" ''I\j~\...)).f1 '£-)\ '0\ 
-'-.J.r1) r<v:::::::' ,<J '""1\ '\ ~ )-1 \['J '7\J 1~J r<)rj,\ 

r(".rt\) <,'.; 	 ')Wi)':P 1 ~fiJ') 6~~ 
«],..)'7\ '\ j ,» <\)~ \'\T)U1JI «)1:)(\ 7\J 

~ 1 \'\r1.]~ "L-) 

Fig. ] 30. Syriac inscription from Serrin. 73 A.D. 

25. T. Noldeke, Compendious Syriac Grammar, London 1904. 
26. 	F. Schulthess, Grammalik des christJich-paiiistinischen A ramiiisch, 


Tlibingen 1924. 
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document written on parchment in 243 A.D. (PI. 19:A). A total of some 
seventy Old Syriac pagan texts are known to date.27 There are also 
several scores of later Syriac inscriptions of Christian origin (Fig. 132; 
PI. 19:B). 

AMA( CAIMC He (ArGLSl£::V'FTOTM NNOTrT~~,J Y"lJ lb rn~'\ ~6161<",\ ~ '1Jt::...7J ~ 

I 	 I I 
1 )YT)\ 1'-'t. cflO1~ft:.../.)c/.:)rr 

Fig. 133. Inscription of Amassamses 

The close affinity between the Syriac and Palmyrene (mainly cursive 
PaImyrene) scripts has yet to to be properly explained. It has been con
vincingly argued that the inscription of Amassamses from Deir Ya(qub 
near Edessa (Fig. 133), and another on the sarcophagus of "~adan the 
queen" (probably Helene queen of Adiabene) from Jerusalem (Fig. 135) 
contain a mixture of Syriac and Palmyrene letter forms.28 I would add to 
this category two other, rather longer, inscriptions: the so-called archaic 
Palmyrene inscription from Dura Europos, from 32 B.C. (Fig. 134), and 
the recently discovered inscription from el-MaI in South Syria from 7/6 
B.C. (Fig. 136; PI. 18:C). In these four inscriptions the script is neither 
Palmyrene nor Syriac, but most probably the surviving ancestral script 
from which both Syriac and Palmyrene evolved. This common ancestor, 
which can tentatively be called the 'Seleucid Aramaic' script must have 
existed between 250-100 B.C. as the cursive script employed by the 
Aramaeans in Syria and in the Seleucid state.29 To date, no example of 

27. H. J. W. Drijvers, Old Syria (Edessean) InSCriptions, Leiden 1972. 
28. 	J. B. Segal, Some Syriac Inscriptions of the 2nd-3rd Century A.D., BSOAS 

16 (1954). p. 31, n. 1; J. Pirenne, Aux origines de la graphic syriaque, Syria 
40 (1963), pp. 101-105. 

29. Cf. 	W. F. Albright, A Biblical Fragment from the Maccabaean Age: The 
Nash Papyrus, JBL 56 (I 93 7), p. 171. 
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Fig. 134. Archaic inscription from Dura Europos 
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Fig. 136. Inscription from eJ-Mal 
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this early script has yet been found. However, the 'Seleucid Aramaic' 
script did not entirely disappear with the end of Seleucid rule. The four 
above-mentioned inscriptions (Dura Europos, el-Mal, ~adan and 
Amassamses) were written in this script in the first century B.C. and the 
first century A.D.30 

The problem of the relationship between the Syriac and Palmyrene 
scripts is illustrated in another case. At Nippur and other Babylonian 
sites, bowls inscribed with Aramaic incantation texts from c. 600 A.D. 
have been found. They are witten in either Jewish or Mandaic characters 
or in a script reminiscent of Syriac but closer to the Palmyrene cursive.31 

This last-mentioned script on the magic bowls also resembles Manichaean 
writing, invented by Mani in the third century A.D. for writing sectarian 
texts in an Iranian dialect (Fig. 137). How did the cursive Palmyrene 
script reach Babylonia? Some scholars believe that the explanation lies in 
commercial links between Palmyra and Babylonia; for others, the answer 
is to be found in religious and cultural contacts.32 

* 

In an endeavour to understand the various offshoots of the East 
Aramaic script family, we suggest the following hypothesis. Unlike the 
western Aramaic scripts - Jewish and Nabataean - which followed a 
direct line of evolution from the (still uniform) third century B.C. Aramaic 
script, the eastern Aramaic scripts developed from a script which was 
presumably practised in the east in the third to first centuries B.C. This 
eastern prototype had two styles, formal and cursive. While the North 
Mesopotamian and the South Mesopotamian scripts followed the formal 
tradition, the Syrians and the Palmyrenes adopted the cursive style of the 
eastern script. (Monumental Palmyrene fossilized this cursive at a 

30. 1. Naveh, 	An Aramaic Inscription from El-Mal - A Survival of 'Sel~ucid 
Aramaic' Script, IEJ 25 (1975), pp. 117-123. 

31. 1. A. Montgomery, 	Aramaic Incantation Texts from Nippur. Philadelphia 
1913; V. Hamilton, S,vriac Incantation Bowls, Ann Arbor 1971. 

32. 	Montgomery (above, n. 31), pp. 32-35; M. Lidzbarski, Die Herkunft der 
manichaischen Schrift, Sitzungsberichte der Preussischen Akademie 1916, 
pp. 1213-1222. 
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of Estrangelo (1), script used on bowls (2). and Manichaean (3) 


relatively early stage. perhaps in the first half of the first century B.C.), 
This eastern cursive (probably used in the Seleucid state), which was 
represented in the inscriptions from Dura and el-Mal and those of Sadan 
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and Amassamses, continued to be used, presumably in some religious cir
cles in Babylonia. and later by the Manichaean sect. The scripts on the 
Nippur bowls and in the Manichaean texts preserved earlier forms (closer 
to Palmyrene cursive), while the Syriac script, being primarily for use in 
secular daily life, underwent a relatively rapid development, and various 
alterations in letter forms took place. This reconstruction remains 
hypothetical until additional data become available, to support or 

challenge it. 

3. 	 The Nabataean Script and the Rise of the Arabic Script 

While some Arab tribes settled in Hatr~ Edessaand Palmyra, the 
Nabataean Arabs immigrated into the lands of biblical Edom and es
tablished their centre at Petra. However, whereas the former tribes are 
known only at the later stage, when their cities were already flourishing, 
there are some data on the early history of Arab settlement on the 
southern and south-eastern borders of Judah. In Nehemiah 2:19 and 6:1, 
a certain Geshem the Arab, or Gashmu, is mentioned among the rivals of 
Nehemiah. It seems likely that this person was the father of "Qainu, son 
of Geshem, king of Qedar", whose name is inscribed in Aramaic letters 
on a silver bowl dedicated to the Arab goddess Han-lIlat, found at Tell el
Maskhuta in Wadi Tumilat (Egypt).33 Aramaic ostraca from Arad and 
Beer-Sheba, from the mid-fourth century B.C. (PI. IO:B), contain various 
names with the typical Arab suffix _U. 34 These Arabs also settled in Gaza 
and the towns to the south and east of Gaza. This explains the discovery, 
in the regions of northern Sinai and Raphia respectively, of a short 
Thamudic votive inscription from c. 500 B.C. (see chapter III, p. 47; PI. 

33. L Rabinowitz, 	Aramaic Inscriptions of the Fifth Century B.C.E. from a 
North-Arab Shrine in Egypt, JNES IS (1956), pp. 1-9; W. J. Dumbrell, The 
Tell el-Maskhuta Bowls and the 'Kingdom' of Qedar in the Persian Period, 
BASOR 203 (1971), pp. 33-44. 

34. 	1. Naveh, The Aramaic Inscriptions from Tel Arad, Arad InSCriptions (ed. 
Y. Aharoni), Jerusalem 1981, pp. 153-176; idem, The Aramaic Ostraca 
from Tel Beer-Sheba (Seasons 1971-1976), Tel-Aviv 6(1979), pp.182-198; 
IR, Nos. 156-165. 
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2:C-D) and an Aramaic ostracon from c. 300 B.C., mentioning the 
(probably Arab) name (Abdmar)an (PI. 20:A).35 It seems likely that on 
their arrival in this area, these Arabs wrote in their native (Thamudic) 
script, but that later, from the late fifth century onwards, they preferred to 
write in Aramaic. Diodorus Siculus informs us that in 312 B.C., when the 
N abataeans dwelling in Petra fought against the Greeks, they sent a 
missive to their Greek adversaries written in Aramaic characters. All 
these data show that the N abataeans and other Arab tribes adopted the 
uniform Aramaic script of the Persian period. 

The earliest Nabataean inscription, found at EllIsa in the Negev, men
tions a certain "Aretas, the king of the Nabataeans" (Fig. 138). The script 
does not have N abataean features; rather, it resembles the uniform 
Aramaic and the Jewish scripts. The inscription can be dated to the first 
half of the second century B.C., and the king mentioned should be iden
tified with Aretas I who is described in 2 Mace. 5:8 as the Arab ruler with 
whom Jason sought refuge in Petra in 169 B.C. The votive inscription of 
A~lal:t found in Petra bears the date "year 1 of Obodas, son of Aretas" 
(Fig. 139). From the script, in which only a few Nabataean elements oc
cur, we can assume that the king mentioned is Obodas I (son of Aretas 
II), whose rule began in 95 B.C. Two other early Nabataean inscriptions 
are a dedication to El-Kutba from Wadi Tumilat, from 77 B.C., and an 
inscription on the statue of Rabb)el I from Petra of 66 B.C. (Fig. 140).36 

Fig. ] 38. Earliest Nabataean inscription from Elusa "f\N.. ~)' 
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10..J) Fig. 139. Inscription of A~la/:l from Petra 

35. 	J. Naveh, Pl:JL~ in a Recently Found Aramaic Ostracon, Leshonenu 37 
(1973), pp. 270-274 (Hebrew, English summary). 

36. Cross (above, n. 22), pp. 206-208, Figs. 6:1,7:1-2. 
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Fig. 140. Early Nabataean scripts: 1. The script of the EI-Kutba inscription from Wadi Tumilat; 2. The script of the Rabb'el inscription. 
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Fig. 142. Development of the Nabataean cursive script: 1. Elusa - c. 170 B.C.; 
2. A~la~ - 95 B.C.; 3. Incantation text from 1:1. Raqiq c. 100 B.C.; 4. Wadi 
Tumilat 	 c. 77 B.C.; 5. Rabb'el - c. 66 B.C.; 6. NaJ:tal l:Iever. formal cursive 

- c. 100 A.D.; 7. NaJ:tal l:Iever, free cursive c. 100 A.D. 
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An incantation text written in ink on a pebble from I;Iorvat Raqiq, north
west of Beer-Sheba represents the earliest N abataean cursive script 
known so far; this should be dated around 100 B.C. (PI. 20:B).37 Later 
inscriptions show the characteristic development of this script, with a 
tendency to join letters and to curve the bars (Fig. 141), 

Nabataean inscriptions, mainly burial and votive~ have been found in 
Petra and in other Nabataean towns in Transjordan and the Negev, as 
well as at various sites in Egypt, North Arabia, Syria and even in Italy. 
Most of these inscriptions, and all the coins with Nabataean legends 
issued in Petra, antedate 106 A.D., the year in which the Romans 
abolished the N abataean kingdom and annexed its territory to the Provin
cia Arabia. The remains of Jewish refugees who had fled from the 
Romans during the Second Jewish Revolt were discovered in a cave in 
Nal}al I;Iever, near the Dead Sea, together with Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek 
and N abataean deeds written on papyrus. These documents bear exact 
dates: from the reign of Rabb) el II, the last N abataean king, to the first 
years of Provincia Arabia (PI. 22:A). Inscriptions later than 106 A.D. 
were found mainly in North Arabia.38 The N abataean inscriptions are 
written in the formal script, while the deeds from Nal}al J:iever follow 
either the formal or the cursive style (Fig. 142). Nabataean cursive, which 
has many letter forms resembling the Arabic script, reached a well
developed stage in the late first century A.D., dispensing with certain bars 
and assuming a ligatured form. 

A wealth of examples of the N abataean script at the time of the Provin
cia Arabia can be found in the thousands of graffiti on rock faces in 
various wadis in Sinai. These short inscriptions, generally consisting of 
names and a short formula of blessing, are called Sinaitic inscriptions. 
Most of these texts were copied and published in line drawings about a 
hundred years ago (Fig. 143), but recent photographs reproduce more 
reliably the characteristics of the script (PI. 21). The graffiti belong to the 

37. J. Naveh, A Nabataean Incantation Text, iEJ 29 (1979), pp. 111-119. 
38. 	G. A. Cook~ A Text-Book ojNorth-Semitic inscriptions; Oxford 1903, pp. 

214-262; J. Cantineau, Le Nabateen, I-II, Paris 1930-1932; Y. Yadin, Ex
pedition D - The Cave of the Letters, IEJ 12 (1962), pp. 238-246; Y. 
Meshorer, Nabataean Coins, Qedem 3 (1975). 
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lJW.J~ \SjJ 
lJ=~ 4J (9 ~ OU b9 

j.5~Alb\YYIY 
Fig. J43. Rock inscriptions from Sinai 

second and third centuries A.D.; their script is generally formal, but in
fluenced by the cursive.39 

The language of the Nabataean inscriptions and documents is Official 
Aramaic, but it absorbed Arabic words and forms. Obviously, the 
N abataeans spoke Arabic, and the vast majority of the persons men
tioned have Arabic names. In the course of time, the Arabic elements in 
the language of the Nabataean inscriptions gradually increased At I:Iejra 
in North Arabia there was found a burial inscription bearing the date 
"year 162" according to the era of Provincia Arabia, that is, 267 A.D. 
This is a bilingual inscription: next to the longer Nabataean text, the 
name of the deceased is written in Thamudic D characters (see above, p. 
46; Fig. 39). The Nabataean text is written in what amounts to a mixed 
language, containing many Arab words and forms.40 Another burial in

39. 	CIS, II, Nos. 490-3233; A. Negev, New Dated Nabatean Graffiti from the 
Sinai, IEJ 17 (1967), pp. 250-255, PI. 48; idem, A Nabatean Sanctuary at 
Jebel Moneijah, Southern Sinai, IEJ 27 (1977), pp. 219-231, PIs. 31-35. 

40. Cantineau (above, n. 38), II, pp. 38-39. 
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scription dating from 328 A.D., found at Namara in the I:Iauran, men
tions Hlmru'lqais, son of (Amru the king of all the Arabs", and is written 
in fairly developed Nabataean characters, although the language is 
Arabic (Fig. 144),4l The latest dated inscription in this series was written 
in Nabataean Aramaic in I:lejra in 356 A.D. (Fig. 145),42 

Fig. 144. The Namara inscription 
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~., 
Fig. 145. The latest dated Nabataean inscription 

41. Cantineau (above, n. 38), II, pp. 49-50. 
42. Altheim and Stiehl (above, n. 17), V /1, pp. 305-309, Abb. 54. 
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No fifth-century Nabataean inscriptions are yet known, but there do 
exist three sixth-century Arabic inscriptions which represent an early 
stage of the Arabic script. Among these pre-Islamic Arabic inscriptions 
there is a trilingual (Greek-Syriac-Arabic) inscription from Zebed, dated 
to 512 A.D., a bilingual inscription (Greek-Arabic) from I:Iarran (568 
A.D.) and an undated one from Umm el-Jimal which should also be dated 
to the sixth century A.D. (Fig. 146).43 

There is clearly a strong link between the script of these three pre
Islamic inscriptions, on the one hand, and those of the fourth-century 
Nabataean inscriptions, the Sinai graffiti and, especiaJly, the cursive 
scripts of the Nabataean deeds from Na~al l:Iever, on the other. 
Nevertheless, Starcky suggested in 1964 that the Arabic script did not 

Fig. 146. Pre-Islamic Arabic 
inscriptions from Zebed, J:larran 

and Umm el-Jimal 

43. N. Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Script and its Kuranic Develop
ment, Chicago 1931, pp. 1-16, PI. I. 
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develop from Nabataean but from the Syriac cursive.44 However, the 

generally accepted opinion that the Arabic script is a direct offshoot of 

N abataean cannot be refuted; palaeographic evidence would corroborate 

this view.45 

In the Islamic period, the Arabic script was used primarily for writing 

the Quran. In addition to the Kufic style (straight lines and sharp an
gles, employed mainly for writing on stone), there developed the N askhi 
style, which was the most popular and is still in use today. After adoping 
the Arabic script, the Persians developed another style called Ta (liq. 
Whatever the individual style, the Arabic script preserved the horizontal 
shading, thereby adhering to a tradition which had begun in Aramaic 
writing as early as the eighth century B.C. Since copying the Quran was 
the primary function of the Arab scribes who wrote in calligraphy, the 

calligrapher was an artist in the truest sense, and his craft was the first 
which can be called a wholly Moslem art. His profession always remained 
one of the utmost dignity and prestige, and his work was copied onto 

ceramics, wood, metal objects, textiles and stone. 

In the cursive Nabataean documents from NaJ:tal I:Iever, there was 

already an assimilatory tendency between some pairs of letters: bet and 

nun, gimel and ~et. zayin and resh; yod and law, pe and qof This meant 

that a reader of early Arabic writing had to distinguish between various 

letters according to the context. Moreover, as the consonantal system of 
the Arabic language is richer than that of the Aramaic, Arab writers had 

to express 28 consonants using the 22 letters which existed in the 

Aramaic-Nabataean script. Thus, in order to make reading easier, 

diacritic marks were introduced to differentiate between various sounds: 
-! (b), .) (n), ..; (t),": (t), and -! (y) in initial or medial positions [in final 

position there are different forms for n ( iJ ) and y ( Ii )]; l::. (g), c:. (1).) and 

t (b); ~ (d) and .) (g); .) (r) and j (z); ~ (~) and J- (d); ~ CO and ,.\; 
(?-); t C) and t (g); ,j (f) and ,J (q); IJ" (s) and J- (8). . 

As a result of the cursive development, the Arabic script is ligatured. 
Most letters have different final forms, on the one hand, and initial and 

44. 	J. Starcky, Petra et 1a Nabatene, Dictionnaire de fa Bible. Supplement 7, 

Paris 1964, cols. 932-934. 


45. Naveh (above, n. 18), p. 32, n. 3. 
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medial forms, on the other: the letter ha has three different forms: initial, 
medial and final. Some letters - )alif, daf, daf. ra, za and wau are not 
ligatured with the letters that follow. Early signs of the process which led 
to these developments are already apparent in the cursive Nabataean 
script of the N al}.al I:Iever documents. 

The Arabic alphabetic order differs from West Semitic and does not 
follow the Ethiopic order (see above, p. 51). It seems likely that the 
Arabic letter sequence is based on similarities between the letter forms 
and the sounds represented by the various letters. However, the Arabs 
also use the twenty-two letters to denote-numeric values (as in Hebrew) 
from 1 to 400, with the six additional consonantal signs designating num
bers up to 1000: I!.t = 500, t =600, ; = 700, vi- = 800, ~ = 900 and 
t = 1000. 

4. The Jewish Script 

In the Persian period the Aramaic language and script were also used 
widely by Jews, since Aramaic was the main language of administration 
and trade. But Hebrew was still spoken by a considerable proportion of 
the people. At that time there was a strong link between each language 
and its script. Hebrew texts were written in the Hebrew script, and 
Aramaic texts in the uniform Aramaic script. In the Hellenistic Age, 
however, when each of the various peoples developed the Aramaic script 
in their own way, the Jews created from it a specifically Jewish script, that 
is, a new national script of their own. At this stage the Jews also began to 
write Hebrew texts in this Jewish (originally Aramaic) script (for a discus
sion of the change of scripts among the Jews, see above, pp. 112 fT.). 

Until the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947, the Nash papyrus 
was the oldest biblical manuscript representing the Jewish script in the 
early stage of its development (Fig. 147). This document, which was 
found in Egypt, is a partly damaged text of the Ten Commandments writ
ten on papyrus. In 1937 Albright suggested that it should be dated to the 
Hasmonaean period (165-37 B.C.), and preferably to the second half of 
the second century B.C.46 The principal inscriptions known at that time 

46. Albright (above, n. 29), pp. 145-176. 
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Fig. 148. The J:lezir family tomb inscription 
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Fig. 149. Ossuary inscriptions 

were some Jewish burial inscriptions from Jerusalem, such as the epitaph 
of king Uzziah (PI. 23:A) and the inscription from the I;Iezir family tomb 
(Fig. 148), as well as scores of mostly short inscriptions or graffiti on os
suaries (Fig. 149},47 These tomb inscriptions are thought to predate the 
end of Jewish settlement in Jerusalem in 70 A.D. and are generally dated 
to the Herodian period (37 B.C.-70 A.D.), 

47. JR, Nos. 170, 173, 255-261. 
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The Dead Sea Scrolls contain biblical and other religious manuscripts 
written by the Dead Sea sect (PIs. 14:C-D; 23:B). They do not bear dates, 
but the scholars who studied them were able to conclude from 
palaeographic evidence that the scrolls were more or less contemporary 
with the above-mentioned burial inscriptions, that is, that the scrolls are 
to be dated to the later part of the Second Temple period. The excava
tions in Kh. Qumran, where the remains of a building associated 
with the scroll caves were found, confirmed the date. Around 70 A.D., the 
building was abandoned by the Dead Sea sect, or destroyed; but before 
they left the settlement, the sectarians endeavoured to conceal their holy 
scriptures in the nearby caves. However, since neither the biblical nor the 
sectarian manuscripts bear dates, scholars searched for historical clues in 
the literary works written by the sectarians, in order to fix a more exact 
time. As for dating the biblical texts, palaeography remains the primary 
criterion. Systematic palaeographic studies - mainly by Avigad and 
Cross surveyed the development of the Jewish script against the 
background of the fifth- to third-century Aramaic scripts.48 The early 
evolution of the Jewish script was divided by Cross into three phases: 
Archaic, or Proto-Jewish (c. 250-150 B.C.), Hasmonaean (c. 150-30 
B.C.) and Herodian (c. 30 B.C.-70 A.D.). The various scripts were 
classified by Cross into four categories: (1) the formal character: essen
tially the successor of the late Persian Aramaic chancellery hand; (2) the 
semi-formal character: a SUbtype of the formal hand, showing the in
fluence of the third-century B.C. Aramaic cursive on the formal character 
(Fig. 150); (3) the cursive hand: the successor of the early third-century 
B.C. Aramaic cursive; and (4) the semi-cursive: an intermediate script 
formed by the crossing of formal script types and the developed cursives. 
However, we must always bear in mind that a description of the script 
types, or of the writing styles, is mainly an auxiliary tool for dating the 
various scripts on the basis of palaeographic typology. Cross suggested 
dating two biblical manuscripts, found in Cave IV at Qumran, to the 

48. F. M. Cross, The Oldest Manuscript from Qumran, JBL 74 (1955), pp. 147
172; N. Avigad, The Palaeography of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Related 
Documents, Scripta Hieroso[ymitana 4 (I957), pp. 56-87; Cross (above, n. 
22), pp. 170-264. 
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second half of the third century B.C. The script of an Exodus scroll frag
ment was identified as an archaic proto-Jewish hand of the mid-third cen
tury B.C., which includes letter forms evolving into the early Jewish cur
sive character. The script of some fragments from the Book of Samuel 
was described by Cross as a proto-Jewish formal hand of the late third 
century B.C. (see above, Fig. 100, lines 2-3). Even if these dates seem 
very early, we are inclined to accept them because of the close affinities 
between the scripts on these scroll fragments, on the one hand, and the 
Aramaic formal and cursive letter forms in the fourth and third centuries 
B.C., on the other. These early Jewish manuscripts indicate that towards 
the end of the third century B.C. - that is, before the Hasmonaean 
period - the Jews wrote Hebrew texts, or more precisely, Hebrew 
biblical texts, in the Jewish script (see above, pp. 121 fT.). 

After the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, first Bedouin and then 
archaeologists began to explore other caves in the vicinity of the Dead 
Sea. Additional Jewish manuscripts came to light in two caves in Wadi 
Murabba(at and in Nal:tal l;Iever. These are mainly papyri consisting of 
dispatches sent by Bar Kokhba and his officers (PL 22:B) and legal docu
ments that belonged to Jewish refugees who had fled from the Romans at 
the time of the Second Revolt and sought refuge in these caves (pI. 22:C). 
In the so-called "Cave of the Letters" in Nal:tall;Iever there were found 
various domestic utensils and a bundle of deeds which the refugees had 
brought there when they abandoned the nearby village of Ein Gedi. The 
legal documents bear dates in the second century A.D., prior to the year 
135 A.D., which saw the tragic end of Bar Kokhba's revolt and of the 
refugees' own struggle. These manuscripts represent the various styles of 
the Jewish script Most of the messages are written in the cursive Jewish 
script49 which has some affinities with the N abataean script. It should be 
remembered that while the Nabataean monumental script absorbed cur
sive traits, the Jewish book-hand was hardly influenced at all by cursive 
writing. The same is true in later times - indeed, it can be said that the 
Jewish formal script did not undergo any significant changes in the course 

49. 	J. T. Milik in P. Benoit et alii, Les groues de Murabba(at (Discoveries in the 
Judaean Desert, II) Oxford 1961; Y. Yadin, Bar-Kokhba, Jerusalem 1971; 
JR, Nos. 187-194. 
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Jewish Script 

of two millennia. Hence an Israeli schoolboy has no difficulty in reading 
the texts of the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Jewish cursive manuscripts, 
however, are unintelligible to all but the trained scholar. Since the Jewish 
book-hand was used mainly for writing the Holy Scriptures, it became a 
very conservative script. The cursive script, on the other hand, was 
always only a practical instrument, used for rapid and even hasty writing, 
so that it came to resemble shorthand. While the Jewish formal script sur
vived through the ages, the cursive hand, which developed in the Second 
Temple period, can be traced only until the time of Bar Kokhba (Fig. 
151). This cursive tradition apparently ceased to exist shortly after the 
defeat of the Bar Kokhba revolt. However, Jews continued to use the 
Jewish script for daily communication and thus developed new cursive 
scripts at various times and in various centres. 

The extant Jewish epigraphic material produced after 135 A.D. falls 
into two groups: burial inscriptions. found mainly in Beth-She(arim (Fig. 

152), Jaffa and Zoar (on the southern shore of the Dead Sea), and syn
agogue inscriptions, discovered at various sites in Palestine;50 the latter 
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Fig. 152. Inscription on sarcophagus from Beth She'arim 

50. 	J. B. Frey, Corpus Inscriptionum Judaicarum. II. Rome 1952; J. Naveh. On 
Stone and Mosaic, The Aramaic and Hebrew Synagogue Inscriptions, 
Jerusalem 1978 (Hebrew); JR, Nos. 172, 183-186. 
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dating mainly from the period between the fourth and the seventh cen
turies A.D. The main votive inscription from the synagogue of Dura 
Europos bears a date (245 A.D.); others can be dated by virtue of the fact 
that they were found under an embankment built in 256 A.D. when Dura 
Europos was besieged.51 The Zoar epitaphs bear dates in the early fifth 
century A.D. (Fig 153),52 At Nippur and other sites in Babylonia, Jewish 
incantation texts, probably from around 600 A.D., have been found. s3 

Most of the above-mentioned inscriptions appear on stone, although 
many synagogue inscriptions were set into mosaic floors (Fig. 154; PI. 
23:C). The incantation texts were written in ink on bowls. The script used 
in all the above-mentioned inscriptions is formal and most of the texts do 
not bear dates. Dating such a conservative script by means of 
palaeographic criteria is difficult and sometimes impossible. 

When discussing the (old) Hebrew script, we pointed out two charac
teristics: a conservativeness and an absence of lapidary script tradition. 
These traits are also found in the Jewish script. Neither in the period of 
the First Temple nor later was there a widespread custom of setting up 
monumental inscriptions, On the occasions when such inscriptions were 
written, the formal script was regarded as adequate. Thus the epitaph 
describing the burial-place of the bones of king Uzziah of Judah (PI. 
23 :A), was engraved in the Herodian period in the same characters used 
for writing the Dead Sea Scrolls. Virtually the same letters were used in 
the synagogue inscriptions, whether carved in stone or set into mosaic 
pavements, three hundred or six hundred years later. 

As we have seen, the Nabataean script evolved from a cursive tradi
tion, whereas the Jewish script developed from the Aramaic book-hand. 
Both scripts have distinctive final letters. While in the Nabataean script 
and especially - its derivative, the Arabic script, almost every letter 
has different medial and final forms, in the Jewish script there are only 
five differentiated final forms. Most of the latter are, in fact, the original 
forms. In the Persian period kaf, mem, nun, pe and ~ade were written with 

51. Naveh (above, n. 50), Nos. 88-89. 
52. IR, No. 174. 
53. Montgomery (above, n. 31); C. D. Isbell, Corpus ofthe Aramaic Incantation 

Bowls, Missoula (Montana) 1975. 
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Fig, 154, Inscription on mosaic floor from the synagogue of Hamath Gader 

171 



Later Aramaic Offshoots 

long downstrokes. With time, these downstrokes began to shorten and to 
curve toward the next letter in the· word. eventually evolving into the 
medial forms. However, at the end of a word, the writer slowed down, 
and did not curve the downstroke of the last letter, so that the long 
downstrokes survived in final forms. This applies to four of the Jewish 
final letters; the story of the fifth letter, mem, is only slightly different. The 
mem in the Persian period had two downstrokes, a longer right stroke and 
a shorter left stroke. As the right downstroke was drawn first, it was bent 
both in medial and final positions; but the left downstroke curved leftward 
only in medial position. This led to the development of the medial open 
mem and the final closed mem (Fig. j 55). These specific features of the 
Nabataeal,1 and Jewish scripts, and to a lesser degree, of the Palmyrene
Syriac branch, are essentially cursive traits. Since the North and South 
Mesopotamian script types grew out of the formal Aramaic script em
ployed mainly for stone inscriptions, they have no distinctive medial and 
final Jetter forms. 
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Fig. 155. Development of the five medial and final letters: 
1. 5th-century B.C. Aramaic; 2. 1st-century B.C. Jewish~ 3. Modern Hebrew 
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Jewish Script 

The Jewish script accompanied the Jews throughout the ages in all the 
communities of the Diaspora. In the Medieval Jewish script three styles 
can be distinguished: the formal book-hand~ the semi-formal or rabbinic 
script, and the cursive script. The book-hand preserved its original form. 
Although there were differences between the BabyJonian, Persian, 
Yemenite, Sephardic (Spanish), Italian, Ashkenazi, etc. scribal traditions, 
these were based on minor local characteristics, and the letter form 
remained essentially unchanged. The semi-formal was used mainly for 
writing commentaries on the Holy Scriptures and hence is called rabbinic; 
for instance, the Rashi script (Fig. 156) is a medieval semi-formal script 

n;,,~pf)t'~'J:;6 

n~}PT,q!Jl:)Pl'C 


Fig. 156. Rashi script 

nQ'rp3cHWJ NJJ 16 nj 1»1c~lc 
Fig. 157. Modern Hebrew cursive 

developed in Italy. The cursive script was employed in daily life. A variety 
of Jewish cursive scripts, all stemming from the Jewish book-hand 
developed at various periods and in many centres. The generally accepted 
modem Hebrew cursive is a derivative of the Ashkenazi cursive, which 
began to evolve in Central and Eastern Europe in the sixteenth or seven
teenth century (F ig. 157).S4 

Since the formal Jewish script was used by scribes for two millennia to 
write the Holy Scriptures, the ancient scribal tradition which they 

54. S. A. Birnbaum, The Hebrew Scripts, Leiden 1971, Nos. 349-365. 
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followed was considered to be a religious practice. Thus they almost un
failingly emphasized the horizontal lines, a method of shading which 
follows a very ancient tradition. When the Aramaean scribes in the eighth 
century B.C. wrote in ink, they held the pen in such a way that the 
horizontal lines were drawn more thickly than the others. This form of 
shading survived in every ink-written formal script which evolved from 
the Aramaic, and is also clearly visible in the Arabic, Syriac and Mandaic 
writings, as well as in Jewish, Arabic and Syriac printed lettering. Thus 
the horizontal shading forms an integral part of the Jewish formal script. 
(It most likely helped to preserve the square form of this script, which to
day is known mostly as "square Hebrew".) Although the tradition of 
horizontal shading was preserved by Jews for two millennia, today we 
can discern the first steps of a deviation from ancient tradition: in Israeli 
newspapers many headlines are printed with letters of equally thickened 
strokes, and advertisements often use square Hebrew letters with vertical 
shading (Fig. 158); on most signboards in Israel, the Hebrew letters have 
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Fig. 158. Vertical shading in modern Hebrew lettering 

thickened downstrokes, just like the Latin letters on the English part of 
the sign. (Only in the ultra-orthodox neighbourhoods of Israeli towns, 
such as Mea-She(arim in Jerusalem, do people refrain from this innova
tion.) This development is a clear reflection of the tendency in this genera
tion to abandon ancient tradition and absorb foreign (either European or 
American) cultural values. This process can be be discerned in many 
spheres of life, but the recent developments in modern Hebrew script are 
a striking illustration of the phenomenon. 

174 



VI. THE ANTIQUITY OF THE GREEK ALPHABET 

The Greek alphabet and its principal offshoot, the Latin script, belong 
to classical rather than to Semitic studies. However, since the origin of the 
Greek alphabet and its derivation from the Semitic alphabetic script can 
be discussed only on the basis of a thorough knowledge of the evolution 
of the Semitic scripts, the problem of the antiquity of the Greek alphabet 
should be regarded as an intermediate field, relating to both Semitic and 
Greek epigraphy. 

There is a consensus among scholars regarding the West Semitic origin 
of the Greek alphabet; however, its earliest use among the Greeks is still a 
subject of controversy. The consensus is based on four points: 

(a) According to Greek tradition, the alphabetic characters - named 
phoinikeia grammata (Phoenician letters) or kadmeia grammata (the let
ters of Kadmos) - were introduced together with other arts by the 
Phoenicians who came to Greece with a person named Kadmos. 
(b) The names of the letters, alpha, beta, gamma, delta, etc. have no 
meaning in Greek, but most of their Semitic equivalents, alif, bet, gimel. 
daiet, etc. are Semitic words. 
(c) The letter sequence in the Greek alphabet is basically identical to the 
Phoenician (= Hebrew and Aramaic) alphabetical order. 
(d) The earliest Greek letter forms are very similar, and some even iden
tical, to the equivalent West Semitic letters. 

"Obviously the Greek alphabet must have branched ofT from the 
Semitic at the point where the chronologically contemporary resem
blances are strongest, i.e. where the two sets of alphabets most nearly 
agree in the forms of letters." This generally accepted statement was 
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made by Rhys Carpenter in 1933. 1 Its application, however, is a matter of 
scholarly controversy. Moreover, there are certain other epigraphic traits 
which have to be taken into consideration. The main characteristics of the 
archaic Greek alphabet can be summarized as five points: 

(1) The earliest Greek inscriptions known today be]ong to the eighth cen
tury B.C. 
(2) The archaic Greek script used the twenty-two West Semitic letters, 
some of which designated vowe]s, and gradually introduced five sup
plementary letters: Y, then <1>, X, 'II and finally, {1. 

(3) The archaic Greek script was not uniform it had some local varia
tions. 
(4) It was lapidary in style. 
(5) The direction of writing and the letter stances were not stable. The 
archaic Greeks wrote in horizontal lines, either from right to left, or from 
left to right, or in horizontal boustrophedon. 

Some scholars maintain that the deviations from the West Semitic 
prototype, mainly the introduction of vowel letters and supplementary let
ters, and the alteration of some letter forms, must have taken place over a 
considerable period. It is assumed that at a former stage, prior to the 
eighth century B.C., the Greek alphabet was closer to the West Semitic 
and that the archaic Greek script in the earliest known inscriptions was it
self the result of an evolution. Nowadays there is little support for such a 
theory of a standard Greek 'Uralphabet'. Carpenter, who dates the Greek 
adoption of the alphabet to the second half of the eighth century, states 
that 4'the argumentum a silentio [i.e. tbe fact that no Greek inscription 
pre-dating the eighth century has yet been discovered] grows every year 
more formidable and more conclusive."2 

The adoption of the alphabet by the Greeks is a complex problem. In 
studying it, scholars also take into consideration the Homeric question 
and the first witnessed date of the Olympic games (776 B.C.); in addition, 
they seek to determine the actual place at which the Greeks could have 

l. Rhys Carpenter, The Antiquity of the Greek Alphabet, AJA 37 (1933), 
p. 10. 

2. Ibid., p. 27. 
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adopted the Semitic alphabet. The results seem to corroborate the 
assumption that the Greeks learned the Phoenician alphabet in the eighth 
century B.C. At that time, following three hundred years of decay in the 
wake of the Dorian invasion (c. 1100 B.C.), Greece once again began to 
flourish and there is evidence of commercial contacts between Phoeni
cians and Greeks. However, the problem centres mainly on epigraphic in
dications. Although we cannot demonstrate that Greek inscriptions ex
isted earlier that the eighth century B.C., a comparative analysis of the 
characteristic traits of the West Semitic script and those of archaic Greek 
writing, leads to the assumption that the Greek borrowing of the alphabet 
should be dated some three hundred years earlier than the earliest known 
Greek inscriptions. 

True, the "argument from silence" cannot be disregarded; but how 
conclusive is it? The Hebrews adopted the alphabet in the twelfth or 
eleventh century B.C., but only one Hebrew inscription - the Gezer 
Calendar (which may, in fact, be Phoenician) - is known to be older 
than the eighth century B.C. Although it is likely that the Hebrew script 
was widely used in the ninth century, even by Israel's eastern neighbours 
(cf. the Mesha inscription), virtually no ninth-century Hebrew inscriptions 
are known to date. The Aramaeans began to use the alphabet slightly 
later than the Hebrews, but all we know of are a few early Aramaic in
scriptions. However, from the eighth century onward, the number of 
Hebrew and Aramaic inscriptions gradually increases, testifying to the 
spread of writing, The progress of literacy in Greece was probably very 
similar to that in the East. 

It is commonly held that the Greeks adopted the Semitic practice of 
writing from right to left and that the earliest Greek inscriptions followed 
this practice; according to this view, the Greeks subsequently wrote in 
boustrophedon, and then from left to right. But Lilian Jeffery, who argues 
for an initial date in the mid-eighth century, has pointed out that all three 
systems existed concurrently even at the early stage of archaic Greek 
writing. She also maintains that boustrophedon writing 4'simply implies a 
pictorial conception of letters as outlined figures which can be turned in 
either direction according to need",3 This means that if the Greeks adopt

3. L. H. Jeffery, The Local Scripts of Archaic Greece, Oxford 1961, p. 46. 
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ed the Phoenician alphabet in the eighth century, when it was already a 
systematic linear script (see above, pp. 53 fT.), they neglected its achieve
ments and turned it into a more primitive, almost pictographic script. 
Thus we have to look for a West Semitic model in which vertical writing 
ceased to exis~ but the left~to-right direction of writing as well as horizon
tal boustrophedon were still in use. This stage of evolution is represented 
by the Proto-Canaanite script of the late twelfth century and first half of 
the eleventh century B.C., i.e. just before right-to-Ieft writing became 
the standard practice, around 1050 B.C. 

The Greek letters are considerably less cursive than the eighth- or even 
ninth-century Pheonician letters. This cannot be explained merely by the 
fact that most of the archaic Greek inscriptions known to date are graffiti 
and unofficial texts that were written on stone and pottery. The Greeks 
must have borrowed their script from a lapidary Semitic prototype. It is 
hardly conceivable that they did so in the eighth century and yet ignored 
most of the cursive achievements of the Phoenician script. A more plausi
ble assumption is that the Greeks adopted a lapidary style of writing 
because it was the only existing model. 

The most ancient Greek inscriptions known today, i.e. those from the 
eighth century, include inscribed vases from Athens (Fig. 159) and Mount 
Hymettos, inscribed sherds from Corinth 160) and rock -cut inscrip
tions from Thera (Fig. 161).4 In the scripts of these early texts and in the 
other archaic inscriptions down to the fifth century B.C., local variations 
are discernable. These local scripts were in use until the fourth century 
B.C., when the Ionian was adopted universally and became the classical 
Greek script. In all the archaic local scri pts, alpha, epsilon and omicron 
were used as signs for a, e and 0, respectively, whereas iota before or after 
a consonant indicated i. Upsilon the first supplementary letter 
denoted the vowel u. The direction of writing and letter profiles were 
erratic in all the local scripts (PI. 24:A). Only from the fourth century 
onwards, when the archaic local scripts were replaced by the uniform 
classical script, did left-to-right writing with fixed letter forms become 
common practice for all Greeks. 

4. Ibid., PIs. 1:1,3; 18:1; 61:1. 
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Fig. 159. The Dipyloll jug ioscription from Athens 

Fig. 160. Inscribed sherds from Corinth 
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Fig. 161. Rock-cut inscriptions from Thera 
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Deviation from the West Semitic letter forms and the introduction of 
vowel signs to improve the West Semitic consonantal system must have 
been a lengthy process. There were some archaic Greek letters, however, 
which preserved the original Proto-Canaanite prototypes (Fig. 162). The 
sigma (~) has the shape of the thirteenth- and twelfth-century vertical 
shin, as it is inscribed on the ewer and the bowls from Lachish and Qubur 
el-Walaydah. The san (M) does not seem to have evolved from Semitic 
~ade (although in some abecedaries, e.g. the one from Marsiliana [Fig. 
163],5 it is placed between pi and qoppa), but is another rotation of shin

l',xffi1 <PMflo9! ~"J ~((!t3I~1~'8A 
Fig. 163. The abecedary from Marsiliana (Etruria) as inscribed on a school tablet 

sigma. The mu of five equal strokes ('N\) as it appears in the local scripts 
of Crete (see PI. 24:A), Melos, Euboia and its colonies,6 resembles the 
pictographic mem designating water. The omicron with the dot in its cen
tre (0) is thought to be a result of cutting with a compass; but it seems 
more likely to represent the pictographic form of the (ayin, Le. an eye 
with the pupil, which still occurs in the eleventh century Proto
Canaanite inscriptions. To these examples we may add the box-shaped 
heta (8), the tall, I -shaped zeta (I), as well as the forms of delta (1:::.), 
epsilon (F), nu <r~), ksi (~), pi(r), qoppa (q» and rho (P). All resem
ble their late Proto-Canaanite equivalents. 

If the Greeks adopted the Proto-Canaanite alphabet when its letters 
were still in a process of evolution from pictographic to linear forms, this 
would explain the variations in the stances of certain letters. For example, 
the lambda was written with its crook at the top or at the base ( 1', It): 
this does not mean that one of the two versions was incorrect, but simply 
that the pictographic conception allowed for both forms. The archaic 
gamma could be written either r, or A, or (. On the eighth-century 
Dipylon vase from Athens (Fig. 159), alpha has a ninety degrees rotation 
(l», and on the painted aryballos of the Museum of Fine Arts at Boston 

5. Ibid., PI. 48: 18. 
6. Ibid., p. 31, Fig. 13:4. 
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Fig. 164. Inscription on the painted aryballos from Boston 

(Fig. 164; PI. 24 :B), the alpha is "in verted" (\f).1 These are not errors, 
but rather realisations of the pictorial conception of the letter forms, 
which were inherited from the Proto-Canaanite script. Although the 
tenth-century Phoenician script still had two gimel forms - 1 and /\ 
- from the ninth century onwards only one form prevailed. A lei and 
lamed, however, were stabilized c. 1050 B.C. 

In addition to letters which preserved the old Proto-Canaanite forms, 
there were some archaic Greek letters which underwent longer or shorter 
evolutions from their Semitic prototypes. While beta (B), vau ( ~) and 
the straight, vertical iota (I) are the product of a relatively long evolu
tion, tau (T) and some local forms of rho (P) and sigma (S,5) 
show shorter Greek developments. 

The fact that the archaic Greek alphabet had not one set of letters, but 
various local forms, also poses a problem. Cook and Woodhead 
presumed that there were certain local Phoenician scripts, from which 
Greek individuals and groups learned their local scripts at some time in 
the second half of the eighth century.s However, we know that the 
Phoenician script was a uniform one, without regional variations. In the 
second half of the eighth century, the Hebrew and the Aramaic scripts 
had already developed independent traditions of writing, without any 
local variations. It is hardly feasible that the local archaic Greek scripts 
could have developed from more than one West Semitic script. Certainly, 
one Semitic tradition was adopted, and the evolution of the local scripts 
must be explained as a Greek phenomenon, a process which could not 
have been accomplished in one generation. 

It has been suggested that the eighth-century waw as it appears in the 
Samaria ostraca (see above, p. 72, Fig. 65) may have been the prototype 

7. 	 Ibid., PIs. 1:1; 6:22. 
8. 	 R. M. Cook and A. G. Woodhead, The Diffusion of the Greek Alphabet, 

AJA 63 (1959), pp. 175-178. 
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of the archaic Greek vau.9 However, as we have stated above, we cannot 
assume that the Greeks adopted Phoenician and Hebrew (or even 
Aramaic) letter forms at the same time. The vau must have been 
developed from the Proto-Canaanite waw of e. 1100 B.C., which was also 
the ancestor of the Hebrew waw. Therefore, if some forms of the vau 
resemble the eighth-century Hebrew waw, this should be seen only as the 
result of parallel developments. There is no reason to assume that there 
was any connection between the Hebrew and the archaic Greek scripts. 

Another theory has it that the Greek alphabet evolved from Aramaic. 
This is based mainly on the assumption that the final -a in the names 
alpha, beta. gamma. delta. etc. was probably adopted from the 
Aramaeans; in Aramaic, final -a designates the determinative state of the 
nouns. 10 However. the letter names iota, pi and rho indicate that they 
were not taken from Aramaic, but from a Canaanite language: yod in 
Phoenician is "'hand" (in Hebrew and Aramaic yad); pe means "mouth" 
(in Aramaic pum); rosh = "head" (in Aramaic resh). Moreover, if alpha. 
beta, etc., were Aramaic, they would appear in the names of the Syriac 
alphabet; that alphabet, however, has no names with final-a. Interestingly 
enough, the Aramaic name resh survives in Hebrew tradition, whereas 
the Canaanite form is preserved in the Greek rho. 

The transition from the defective spelling of the Proto-C anaanite and 
Phoenician writing to the Greek vocalization system appears to pose a 
problem. In the earliest Aramaic and Hebrew inscriptions malres lee
lionis were used, a fact which scholars adduced as partial evidence for the 
argument that the Greeks adopted the alphabet from the Aramaeans. 
However, the idea of malres leetion[s was known as early as the thir
teenth century B.C. The North Canaanites in Ugarit used yod in certain 
instances to designate i; 1) they also introduced the supplementary letters 
)u and )i and turned the original )alq into )a (see above, pp. 30 f.). 

There is, however, one archaic Greek letter which could not have been 
adopted from the eleventh-century Phoenician script. This is the kappa, 

9. Jeffery (above, n. 3), pp. 24-25. 
JO. S. Segert. Altararnaische Schrift und Anfange des griechischen Alphabets, 

Klio 41 (1963), pp. 38-57. 
11. C. H. Gordon, Ugarltic Textbook, Rome 1965, p. 18. 
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which in all local scrips is written I' or K. Until the tenth century, its 
West Semitic equivalent, the kaf, was written in the form of three fingers 
meeting at a common base 'V. However, an identical reproduction of this 
early kat can be found in the local western Greek scripts as a supplemen
tary letter denoting khi. Thus it may well be that the letter shaped like 
three fingers served for both k and kh in the Greek alphabet of the 
eleventh and tenth centuries. Later, in the ninth century, wishing to dif
ferentiate between these two sounds, the Greeks borrowed the contem
porary Phoenician kaf, which in the meantime had developed a 
downstroke ( ~ ), and used it for k; the older form thenceforth denoted kh 
only. 

Another Greek letter, upsilon, was adopted from the Phoenician script 
after the eleventh century. In the alphabetic sequence, upsilon (V) follows 
T. It was the first supplementary letter, and it served to represent the 
vowel u. When the Greeks adopted the Proto-Canaanite script, they 
presumably used the waw (= Greek vau) to write the consonant w, as did 
the Canaanites. Later, in the tenth and ninth centuries, the Greek vau un
derwent certain changes and its shape became ~. When the Greeks invent
ed their system of vocalization, the twenty-two letters supplied them with 
signs for a (aleph-alpha), e (he-epsilon), ; (yod-iota) and 0 (ayin
omicron), but they did not find a "free" letter to use for u (waw-vau was 
used in archaic Greek as a consonant), Since the Greeks were always 
aware of the origin of their alphabet (cf. their tradition), whenever they 
needed an additional letter, they looked primarily for Phoenician models. 
So they chose the waw (which by then had a form different from their 
vau, though it had evolved from the same letter) as suitable for u. This 
happened possibly around the tenth century B.C., but at any rate before 
the invention of the kappa. This much is indicated by the fact that upsilon 
is the first supplementary letter, while khi is the third (after ph;). 

The antiquity of the Greek alphabet is not a question of epigraphy 
alone; it is also and primarily, a historical issue. It is widely maintained 
that, after the disappearance of the Mycenaean script together with the 
Late Helladic civilization, Greece knew a Dark Age of illiteracy which 
lasted until the eighth century; this view cannot be substantiated. It is a 
common belief that the Greek adoption of the alphabet took place in a 
bilingual environment, where Greeks and Semites lived as neighbours. 
Recent archaeological excavations have yielded evidence of a Greek set
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tlement at Tell Sukas in Phoenicia (today southern Lebanon) as early as 
the late ninth century B.C.12 However, ninth-century Phoenician inscrip
tions were found long ago in Cyprus and Sardinia. Since most of the 
features of the archaic Greek alphabet resemble those of the West Semitic 
script of c. 1100 B.C., we have to give serious consideration to the theory 
of the early adoption of the alphabet by the Greeks. We suggest, 
therefore, that the Greeks learned the West Semitic writing at approx
imately the same time that the Hebrews and Aramaeans achieved 
literacy. These two peoples followed the practice of their Canaanite
Phoenician neighbours for some two centuries before they began to 
develop their own national scripts. Greeks living in more distant parts 
may perhaps have borrowed the Semitic alphabet after seeing it used by 
Canaanite merchants visiting the Aegean islands. It is also possible that in 
some areas, only a few Greeks might have used the new writing ov~r a 
fairly long period. Since it was in Crete and Thera that the most archaic 
letter forms were preserved, it may well be that the inhabitants of these 
islands were the first Greeks to employ the alphabetic writing. Later it 
spread to the Greek mainland and to other islands. 

The above-mentioned evidence formed the basis of observations 
published in 1973. 13 Whereas classical epigraphists did not react, Semitic 
epigraphists, who could not ignore the evidence, tried to compromise be
tween the conventional view and the new proposition. Millard's conclusion 
was: "Unsatisfactory though the position may be, no more precise date 
can be given for the adoption of the alphabet by the Greeks than the three 
centuries and a half, 1100 to 750 B.C."14 McCarter surmised "that the 
Greeks, though their script did not diverge as an independent tradition 
before c. 800, had experimented with the Semitic alphabet as early as c. 
1100 ... The memory of the earlier experimentation survived long 
enough ... to exert a limited influence upon the final formulation of the 

12. 	 P. J. Rus, Sukas. I: The North-East Sanctuary and the First Settling of 
Greeks in Syria and Palestine, Copenhagen 1970, pp. 126-127~ 159-162. 

13. 	J. Naveh, Some Semitic Epigraphical Considerations on the Antiquity of the 
Greek Alphabet, AJA 77 (1973), pp. 1-8. 

14. 	A. R. Millard, The Canaanite Linear Alphabet and its Passage to the 
Greeks, Kadmos 15 (1976), p. 142. 

185 



Antiquity 0/ the Greek Alphabet 

Greek alphabet years later."15 This impossible formula reflects the hesita
tion that McCarter shared with his teacher, Cross.16 However, after dis
cussing the inscriptions found recently in Qubur el· Walaydah and Izbet 
Sartah, and, especially, the inscription from Crete (see pp. 36 fT., Figs. 
30, 31, 36), Cross concludes as follows: "These new data must be said to 
give added support to the thesis of Joseph Naveh for the high antiquity of 
the earliest use by the Greeks of the alphabet, and remove obstacles to 
dating their borrowing to the time of transition from Old Canaanite to 
Linear Phoenician toward 1100 B.C.E."17 

The local archaic Greek scripts were also used by peoples who did not 
speak Greek, such as the Phrygians, Lydians, Lycians, Carians, etc. in 
Asia Minor, and by peoples who lived in Italy - Etruscans, Umbrians, 
Oscans, etc. The Roman, or Latin, alphabet - which probably evolved 
from Etruscan - eventually became the script of Western civilization. 

15. 	P. K. McCarter, The Early Diffusion of the Alphabet. BA 37 (1974), p. 68; 
idem, The Antiquity ofthe Greek A lphabet and Ihe Early Phoenician Scripts 
(Harvard Semitic Monographs, No.9), Missoula (Montana) 1976. 

16.F. M. Cross, Early Alphabetic Scripts, Symposia Celebrating the 75th An
niversary ofthe Founding of the American Schools ofOriental Research. I: 
Archaeology and Early Israelite History (ed. F. M. Cross), Cambridge 
(Mass.) 1979, pp. 105-Ill. 

17. 	F. M. Cross, Newly Found Inscriptions in Old Canaanite and Early Phoeni
cian Script, BASOR 238 (1980), p. 17. 
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Mani 134 151 

Manichaean 151-153 

Mari 28 

Marsiliana 181 

Maskhuta, Tell el- 153 

Mason, 0.59 

Massada 120 

mater lectionis 9 62 76 89 183 

Mazar, B. 120 

McCarter, P. K. 185-186 

Mea She'arim 174 

Mediterranean 57-59 

Melos 181 

Me1qart 80 

Me~ad J:Iashavyahu 72-73 

Mesha 64-67 77 94 101 103 177 

Meshel, Z. 66 

Meshorer, Y. 115 157 

Mesjed-i Suleiman 136 

Mesopotamia I 5 13 59 138 

Mesopotamian 100 132-133 138 141

143 151 172 

Milik, J. T. 37 141 167 

Millard, A. R. 69 185 

Minaean see Ma'jn 

Minoan see Cypro-Minoan 

Mitinti 111 

Moab 22 101 105 

Moabite(s) 9 65-66 76-78 101-105 


109 

Moneijah, Jebel 158 


Montgomery, J. A. 151 170 

Moran, W. L. 28 

Moscati, S. 33, 70-71 

Moslem 161 

Murabba'at, Wadi 70 75 167-168 

Mycenaean 20, 184 


Nabataean(s) 39-1146 126-127 133
137 143 151-162 167 170-172 


Namara 159 

Naqs-i Rustam 130 

Nash Papyrus 137 149 162-163 

Naskhi 161 

Negev 45 105 154 157 

Negev, A. 158 

Nehemiah 47 ]53 

Neo-Assyrian 82 

Neo-Punic 57-62, 89-90 92 95 100 

Nerab 83-84 

Nestorian 147 

Nimrud 69 88 109-110 

Nippur 44 151 J 70 

Nisa 126 128-131 

Noldeke, T. 147 

Nora 40 57-59 

numismatics 4 

Nyberg, H. S. 132 


Obodas 154 

Old Persian syllabary 125-126 

Olympic games J76 

Oscans 186 

ossuary 120 164 

ostracon 3 5 37 5966-67 72 75-77 79 


85-86 88 92 98 102-1 10 128-129 

131 153-154 182 


Pahlavi 131-132 

palaeography 2 5-6 57 76 161 165 


170 
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Palaeo-Hebrew 78 120-121 

Palestine 8 13 21 27 29-30 45 59-60 


7099 111 127 133 169 185 

Palestinian lOS 147 

Palestinian Christian Aramaic 126

127 

Palestinian Jewish Aramaic 126 

palimpsest 70 

Palmyra 126 138 142 151-153 

Palmyrene(s) 11 132-133 136-138 


141-145 149-153 172 

Panamu 80 

papyrus 5 59-607075 82 85-88 92-93 


98 114-115 125 144 157 162167

168 

papyrology 5 

Parthian(s) 128-132 134 138 141-143 


147 

Peckham, J. B. 57-59 100 

Pentateuch 91 93 96 99 120-122 

Perikhanian, A. 128 

Persia 125 130 

Persian(s) 43 47 78 82 84 86-87 105 


110 114-117 121-122 125-133 136
137 154 161-165 170-173 


Persian Gulf 133 136 

Peshi~a 147 

Petra 102 143 153-154 157 161 

Petrie, W. M. F. 23 

Pettinato, G. 28 

Peuch, E. 104 

Pharisees 122 

Philistine(s) 22 82 10 I 111-112 

Phoenicia 60 185 

Phoenician(s) 39-1123-27313942 


53-6265-6676-8288-100 109 111 

125 175 177-178 182-186 


P hrygians 186 

pictographic script I 12-16 19 23 53 


178 181-182 
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Pi renne, J. 43-44 149 

Plato 23 

Pliny 23 


Pritchard. J. B. 30 


Proto-Canaanite 9-11 26-27 30-3742 

48-49 53 97 178 180-184 


Proto-Semitic 31-32 54 

Proto-Sinaitic 23-27 30-34 

Provincia Arabia 157-158 

Ptolemaic 119 

Punic 57-59 62 90 

Purvis. J. D. 99 120 124 


Qataban 43 51 

Qaus 102 

Qausgabri 102 111 

Qubur el-Walaydah 36-37 181 186 

Qumran 11 78 93 96 119-122 165 

Quran 161 


Rabb'el 154-157 

rabbinic script 173 

Rahmani, L. Y. 115 

Raphia 153 


Raqiq, l:iorvat 156-157 

Rashi script 173 

Reed, W. L. 47 65 

Riis. P. J. 185 

Rollig, W. 57 

Roman(s) 112 138 143 157 167 186 

Rome 145 

Rosenthal, E. S. 121 

Rosenthaler, M. 120 

Rumania 143 

Ruweisah 40 


Saba 43 

Sachau, E. 86 

~adan the queen 149-152 

Sadducee(s) 122 


209 



Index 

Safaitic 4S 

Sam'al 54-55 76 79-80 

Samaria 6972 7686 115-116 124 182 

Samaritan(s) 11 77-788991-949699 


112 12 t-124 127 

Samaritan Aramaic 126-127 

Sanbalat 115 

Sanders, J. H. 99 

Sanskrit 127 


Saqqarah 59 82 88 98 

Sardinia 40-41 57-59 185 

Sari 140-142 

Sassanian(s) 131 141 

Sayee, A. H. 86 

Schlumberger, D. 143 

Schulthess, F. 147 

Scopus, Mount 117 

scroll 121-122, 162 165-170 

seal 4 69-71 75 77 85 101-103 107

108 1]0-111 114-119 

Segal, J. B. 88 149 

Segert, S. 57 183 

Seleucid 47 138 149-152 

Senacherib III 

Serabit el-Khadem 23 27 34 36 

Serrin 147-148 

Serto 147 

Shaked, S. 100 127 136 

Shapur 141 

Shatt el-Arab 136 

Shechem 26 123-124 

Shiftiba'aJ 54 

Shimbar 100 135-136 

Shiqmona S9 

Sicily 59 

Sidon 58 60 

$idqa III 

Siloam inscription 68-69, 77 

Sinai 3 23-26 45 47 66 153 157-158 


160 


Sinaitic IS 7 

Siran. Tell 106-107 110-111 

Slavic 18 

Sogdian(s) 130 132 

South Arabian 9 24 27 31 42-51 

Spain 59 

stamp 71 75 103 105 116 119 

Starcky, J. 143 160-16] 

stele 4 5S S9 64-6983-8594 101 128 


136 

Stern, E. 47 

Stiehl, R. 134 136 1 S9 

Sukas, Tell 185 

Sumatar Harabesi 137 148 

Sumerian(s) 1 9 12-14 18 21 130 

Synagogue inscription 169-171 

Syria 8 13 21 29 45 53-54 89 143 


147-149 151 ]57 185 

Syriac 126-127 132-133 136-138 141

144 146-153 160-]61 172 174 183 

Sznycer. M. 41 59 129 


Ta'anach 29 

Tabnit 58 

Tacitus 23 

Ta<liq 161 

Tang-i Butan 135 

Tang·i Sarvak 100 134-136 

Tavor, Nal}al 29 

Tbilisi 129 

Teixidor. J. 30 

Tetragrammaton 120 

Thai 136 

Thamudic 45-47 126 153-154 158 

Thera 178-179 18S 
Thompson, H. O. 107 

Tigris 132 138 141 

Timna' 5] 
Torczyner (Tur-Sinai), H. 100 

Transjordan 45 99 100-102 
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Tumilat, Wadi 153 155-l56 

Tur 'Abdin 141 

Turkey 54 127 147 

Turkish 112 

Turkmenistan 128 


Ugarit 2 24 28-30 34 183 

Ullendorf, E. 51 

Umbrians 186 

Umm el-Biyara 102 


Umm el-Jimal 160 

Ur 44 

Urfa 157 

Uruk 114 

U.S.S.R. 127-128 


Uzziah 102 164 170 


Vanel, A. 60 

Van Beek, G. W. 43 

Van den Brandeft, A. 24 

Van der Kooij, G. 107 

Ventris, M. 19 


Index 

votive inscription 3 5 24 59-62 66 69 

85 138 143 153 


weight 4 

Winnett, F. V. 45-47 65 

Woodhead, A. G. 182 

Wright, G. E. 22 


Yabneh Yam 7S 

Yadi see Sam'al 

Yadin, Y. 120 157 167 

Yamauchi, E. 134 

Varon, R. 5 

Yehud 114-116 119 


Yel}imilk 52 54 

Yehuda ha-Nasi, Rabbi 123 


Zakur 80-81 

Zayadine, F. 107 

Zebed 160 

Zenjirli 54 

Zoar 169-171 


211 



ADDITIONS AND CORRECTIONS 


P. 5 nn. 5 add: D. Pardee et alii, Handbook of Ancient Hebrew 
Letters, Chico California 1982. 

Pp. 29-30. The use of the cuneiform alphabetic script was not 
restricted to Ugarit. Short inscriptions written in this script were also 
found in various sites in Palestine (Beth-Shemesh, Ta'anach, Nahal 
Tavor; see Figs. 22-24), Lebanon (Sarepta, Kamid el-Loz), Syria (Tell 
Nebi Mind) and Cyprus (Hala Sultan Tekke). These inscriptions are 
somewhat later than those from U garit: they are from the thirteenth 
and twelfth centuries B.C. (see E. Puech, Origine de l'alphabet, RB 93 
[1986], pp. 197-213 and the bibliography tbere), whereas the Ugaritic 
texts belong to the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries B.C. The 
inscriptions which were discovered outside Ugarit are written in the 
short cuneiform alphabetic script, which consists of twenty-two signs, 
while most of the Ugaritic texts have thirty. Some texts written in the 
short alphabet were also found in Ugarit and in its harbour, in Minat 
el-Baida; see Puech, pp. 199-201. 

P. 33. No. 349, lines 5 and 7: tt error for ft. 

P. 40. p, Bordreuil (Epigraphes pheniciennes sur bronze, sur pierre et 
sur ceramique, Archeologie au Levant, Recueil R. Saidah, Lyon 1982, 
pp. 187-190) counted twenty inscribed arrow-heads, but since 1982 
more have been discovered. 

P. 41. Insert dots: ks. sm', bn r[...]. 

P. 431ine 3. For 'many' read 'some', 
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P. 51. The South Semitic abecedaries found since 1952 were 
summarized in J. Ryckmans, L'ordre des lettres de l'alphabet sud
semitique, L'Antiquite Classique 50 (1981), pp. 698-706. In the 
abecedary described in B.A. Knauf, A South Safaitic Alphabet from 
Khirbet es-Samra, Levant 17 (1985), pp. 204-6, the order of the letters 
partly resembles the West Semitic order. 

Pp. 54 ff. nn. 1-3,5,8-9 etc. J.C.L. Gibson, Textbook of Syrian 
Semitic Inscriptions, III: Phoenician Inscriptions, Oxford 1982. 

P. 59 n. II add: J.B. Segal, Aramaic Texts from North Saqqara with 
Some Fragments in Phoenician, London 1983, pp. 139-146. 

Pp. 59-60 and n. 17. To the list ofcursive Phoenician inscriptions from 
Palestine should be added an ostracon from Akko (M. Dothan, A 
Phoenician Inscription from Akko, IEJ 35 [1985], pp. 81-94) and a 
jar-inscription which was bought in Gaza (J. Naveh, Unpublished 
Phoenician Inscriptions from Palestine, IEJ 37 [1987], to be 
published). 

P. 70 n. 29. Additional bullae were found and published: N. Avigad, 
Hebrew Bullaefrom the Time ofJeremiah, Jerusalem 1986; Y. Shiloh, 
A Group of Hebrew Bullae from the City of David, IEJ 36 (1986), 
pp. 16-38. 

Pp. 78 If. The Aramaeans adopted the alphabetic script from the 
Canaanites c. 1100 B.C. At first they used the same letters as the 
Canaanites and the Phoenicians. This is evident from the bilingual 
(Assyrian-Aramaic) inscription on a life-size statue found at Tell 
Fakhariyah, about 4 km. northeast of Tell Halaf (biblical Gozan), 
about 350 km. east of the Mediterranean shore, viz. the bay of 
Alexandretta; see A. Abou-Assaf, P. Bordreuil, A.R. Millard, La 
statue de Tell Fekherye et son inscription bilingue assyro-arameenne, 
Paris 1982; Millard and Bordreuil, A Statue from Syria with Assyrian 
and Aramaic Inscriptions, BA 45 (1982), pp. 135-141; J.C. Greenfield 
and A. Shaffer, Notes on the Akkadian-Aramaic Bilingual Statue from 
Tell Fekherye, Iraq 45 (1983), pp. 109-116. 
The statue and its inscriptions were dated to the ninth century B.C., 
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Fig. 165. The Aramaic inscription on the statue from Tell Fakhariyah 

although the script of the Aramaic text is totally different from those 
of the so-far known ninth century Aramaic and Phoenician 
inscriptions, and it is reminiscent of the early eleventh century B.C. 
Proto-Canaanite script (Fig. 165). Millard and Bordreuil were wholly 
aware of the palaeographical features of the Fakhariyah inscription. 
However, as they preferred to base their conclusions on other criteria, 
they tried to attenuate the palaeographic evidence by explaining that 
~'these features imply that we are faced with a local derivative of the 
Phoenician alphabet, perhaps adotped as early as 1000 B.C., and 
which continued in use and produced its unique characteristics". Then 
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they say: "Palaeography alone is too uncertain a means for dating the 
Tell Fekheriyeh inscription; its sources are too meager" (BA 45, p. 
140). 
Unfortunately, I cannot accept this statement. The number of 
alphabetic epigraphs from the same period is gradually growing and 
the history of the alphabet at the end of the second and the beginning 
of the first millennium is becoming clearer from year to year. On the 
other hand, it is a commonly known fact that the history of 
Mesopotamia and Syria in the eleventh and tenth centuries B.C. is 
somewhat obscure; after the death of Tiglath-pileser I in 1076 B.C. 
there is a gap in our knowledge (Abou Assaf and others, p. 98). If the 
non-palaeographic evidence is really so unequivocal for dating this text 
to the ninth century B.C., then the only possibility which can be taken 
into consideration is that we have here a very successful artificial 
archaizing script. Since it is so extraordinary and out of context in the 
ninth century, it would be very unwise to base on this single find any 
conclusions concerning the history of the alphabet. See also S.A. 
Kaufman, Reflections on the Assyrian-Aramaic Bilingual from Tell 
Fakhariyeh, Maarav 3/2 (1982), pp. 137-175; J. Naveh, Proto
Canaanite, Archaic Greek and the Script of the Aramaic Text on the 
Tell Fakhariyah Statue, in P.O. Miller and others (eds.), Ancient 
Israelite Religion, Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross (to be 
published), as well as below the addition to p. 186. 

P. 84 n. 43. Stele B from Nerab is to be dated to the early seventh 
century B.C.; see S. Parpola, Si'gabbar of Nerab Resurrected, 
Orientalia Lovaniensia Periodica 16 (1985), pp. 273-275. 

P. 86. For Wadi Daliyah papyrus No.1 see F.M. Cross, Samaria 
Papyrus 1= An Aramaic Slave Conveyance of335 B.C.E. Found in the 
Wadi ed-Daliyeh, EI 18 (1985), pp. 7*-17*. 

P. 89 n. 52. The Aramaic text on the Tell Fakhariyah statue (see above 
the addition to pp. 78 ff.) is exceptional not only in its script, but also 
in its orthography. There are some examples of medial matres lectionis 
(similar to the Sam 'alian inscriptions dedicated to Hadad and 
Panamu) and l is spelled by s and not by S, as usual in all the Old 
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Fig. 166. The Edomite letter from l;Iorvat 'Uza 

Aramaic inscriptions. These phenomena do not necessarily testify of a 
later date for the Fakhariyah text. 

P. 100 n. 57. W.B. Henning, ... 

P. 102. Three Edomite inscriptions were found in two sites in the 
northern part of the Negev. A seal inscribed /qws', "(belonging) to 
Qausa", and a fragmentary ostracon were discovered in Tel 'Aro'er (see 
J. Naveh, Published and Unpublished Aramaic Ostraca, 'Atiqot 17 
[1985], pp. 120-121). An Edomite letter on an ostracon Was unearthed 
in I;Iorvat 'Uza (Fig. 166). It contains the greeting "I bless you by 
Qaus". Most of its characters resemble those of the Aramaic script, but 
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the alef and the slant of all the letters are the same as in the Hebrew 
script (1. Beit-Arieh and B. Cresson, An Edomite Ostracon from 
IJorvat 'Uza, Tel Aviv 12 [1985], pp. 96-101). 

P. 104 n. 60. Puech. 

P. 106 Fig. 94. The inscription. 

P.107 nn. 63-67 add: E. Puech, L'inscription de la statue d'Amman et 
la paleographie ammonite, RB92 (1985), pp. 5-24; K.P. Jackson, The 
Ammonite Language of the Iron Age (Harvard Semitic Monographs, 
No. 27), Chico California 1983. 

P. 107 n. 68 add: l.A. Hackett, The Balaam Text from Deir 'Alla 
(Harvard Semitic Monographs, No. 31), Chico California 1984 and the 
bibliography there. 

P. 110. In a list of the Ammonite kings prepared by Cross (see BA 48 
[1985], p. 171) there are only two kings named Amminadab. 

Pp. 111-112. Our knowledge of the writing tradition in Philistia in the 
seventh century B.C. has recently been somewhat enriched. On two 
ostraca from Tell Jemmeh there are lists of personal names (mostly 
non-Semitic) written in a script that resembles the seventh-century 
Hebrew script, but in some letters there are peculiar details which do 
not occur in Hebrew or in any other contemporary script (Figs. 
167-168). The examination of the epigraphic material found in 
Philistia seems to corroborate the assumption that its inhabitants 
adopted the Hebrew script, probably from Judah. The jar-inscription 
ldggrt from Ashdod (see n. 81) may perhaps indicate that the script 
used in Ashdod evolved other local peculiarities than that in Gaza. See 
J. Naveh, Writing and Scripts in Seventh-Century B.C.E. Philistia: 
The New Evidence from Tell Jemmeh, IEJ 35 (1985), pp. 8-21. 

P. 114 n. 82. J. Teixidor and P. Amiet (Aula Orientalis 1[1983], pp. 
105-109) expressed serious doubts about the authenticity of the 
Arslan-Tash amulets. It seems to me that additional evidence is needed 
to prove that they are modern forgeries. 

P. 114 n. 83. Some papers have recently been published on this 
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Fig. 161. Ostracon A from Tell Jemmeh 
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Fig. 168. Ostracon B from Tell Jemmeh 
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papyrus; it was dated to the Ptolemaic period. The last article is: R.S. 
Steiner and C.F. Nims, Ashurbanipal and Shamash-Shum-Ukin: A 
Tale of two Brothers from the Aramaic Text in Demotic Script, RB 92 
(1985), pp. 60-81. 

P. 115 n. 86 add: L. Mildenberg, Yehud: A Preliminary Study of the 
Provincial Coinage of Judaea, in Greek Numismatics and 
Archaeology: Essays in Honor of Margaret Thompson, Wetteren 
1979, pp. 183-196; D. Barag, Some Notes on a Silver Coin of Johanan 
the High Priest, BA 48 (1985), pp. 166-168. A coin with the legend 
ydw i (in cursive Aramaic), i.e. "Yaddua' (the high priest)", is to be 
published by A. Spaer. 

P. 120 n. 96 add: K.A. Mathews, The Background of the Palaeo
Hebrew Texts at Qumran, in The Word of the Lord Shall Go Forth: 
Essays in Honor of D.N. Freedman, Winona Lake, Indiana 1983, pp. 
549-568. 

P. 129 n. 5 I.M. Diakonoff and V.A. Livshitz, Parthian Economic 
Documents from Nisa (Corpus Inscriptionum Iranicarum, Part II, 
Vol. II), London 1976. 

P. 130 n. 9 add: R.N. Frye, The 'Aramaic' Inscription on the Tomb of 
Darius, Iranica Antiqua 17 (1982), pp. 85-90. 

P. 138 n. 19 add: F. Vattioni, Le iscrizioni di Hatra, Napoli 1981. 

P. 141. The Aramaic inscriptions written in the North-Mesopotamian 
script from Assur have been gathered in B. Aggoula, Inscriptions et 
graffites arameens d'Assour, Napoli 1985. 

Pp. 157ff. Although the script of the incantation text found about 10 
km. north-west of Beer-Sheba represents the earliest Nabataean 
cursive (100 B.C.), it was not necessarily inscribed by a Nabataean. "It 
is entirely possible that the text could have been written by an Edomite 
or an Arab who lived in Idumea in the late Hellenistic period and 
wrote in a ductus which developed in the area south of Judea but was 
later used mainly by Nabateans" (Naveh, IEJ 29, p. 112). For a later 
occurrence of the Nabataean script in Idumea see E.D. Oren and U. 
Rappaport, IEJ 34 (l984), p. 146, PI. 18:C. 
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The N abataean script was the official script of the N abataean 
kingdom, but it was also used by other Arabs in the area. In fact it was 
the script of most Arab tribes who lived in North Arabia, Egypt, Sinai, 
the Negev, Transjordan and the southern part of Syria. It is, therefore, 
natural that this writing tradition was the ancestor of the Classical 
Arabic script. 

P. 158. My remarks on the language of the Nabataean inscriptions and 
documents and that of the 267 A.D. burial text from Hejra were 
criticized by M. O'Connor, The Arabic Loanwords in Nabatean 
Aramaic, JNES 45 (1986), p. 222, n. 46, as representing "the 
continuing influence of Cantineau's vacillating views". Unfortunately, 
O~Connor's alternative suggestion is not very lucid. 
For an Arabic text inserted in a Nabataean inscription see J. Naveh 
and S. Shaked, in A. Negev, Obodas the God. IEJ 36 (1986), pp. 
56-58. Our rendering of the text into ~~literary Arabic" should not be 
construed as indicating that the language is the same as Classical 
Arabic. 

P. 170 and n. 52. The Zoar epitaphs bear dates from the early fifth 
century until the early sixth century A.D. See J. Naveh, Another 
Jewish Aramaic Tombstone from Zoar, Hebrew Union College 
Annual 56 (1985), pp. 103-116. 

P. 170 and n. 53. Whereas in Babylonia magic texts were inscribed in 
ink on earthenware bowls, the contemporary Palestinian incantations 
were incised on metal plaques, that were rolled up and used as amulets. 
See J. Naveh and S. Shaked, Amulets and Magic Bowls: Aramaic 
Incantations ofLate Antiquity, Jerusalem-Leiden 1985. 

P. 173. The shape of the generally accepted modern Hebrew cursive 
(the derivative of the Ashkenazi cursive) began to crystalize in Central 
and Eastern Europe in the sixteenth or seventeenth century. 

P. 186. The dating of the archaic (or archaizing) script of the Aramaic 
text on the Tell Fakhariyah statue (see above the addition to pp. 78 fr.) 
caused Millard and Bordreuil to conclude as follows: "Its significance 
for Aramaic and West Semitic epigraphy, and for theories about the 
date when the Greeks borrowed the alphabet (such as J. Naveh 1980 
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[BA 143.pp. 22-25D requires additional study"(BA 45 [1982], p. 140). 
In Kaufman's opinion the Tell Fakhariyah script "has the potential of 
undermining many current theories about the origin of the Aramaic 
(and Greek!) scripts as well as the development of the Phoenician 
script" (Maarav 3/2 [1982], p. 142). 
It seems to me that whatever conclusion one arrives at concerning 
the date and feature of the script of the Aramaic text on the Tell 
Fakhariyah statue, by no means can it effect the problem of the Greek 
adoption of the alphabet. Even if one believes that the Fakhariyah 
script represents an Aramaic local variation in the ninth century, it 
would be illegitimate to assume that this script (or some similar script, 
which does not exist sor far) could be the ancestor of the archaic Greek 
local scripts. It would be ridiculous to believe that the Greeks rejected 
the generally used alphabet and chose for themselves an archaic 
"eccentric and peripheral" set of letters employed by the inhabitants of 
Gozan. To assume that some other people, who lived near the 
Mediterranean Sea, might have written in the ninth century B.C. in the 
"Fakhariyah script", is merely a guess. 

P. 187 add: BO - Bibliotheca Orientalis. 

P. 196 Fig. 145. From S. Noja, Bibbia e Oriente. 

P. 204. Bar-Rakib. 

P. 209. For 'Peuch' correct 'Puech t 
• 

Pre/ace, p. VIII, line 6. Correct: 'photographic'. 
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B. Early Proto-Canaanite 

inscription from Gezer 

A- Proto-SinaitIc Inscnption. The pictographs at the bottom 
compose the word Ib 'll 

PLATE 1 
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C. Late Proto-Canaanite inscription from Qubur el -Walaydah 
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A. Sabaean inscription from Beit el-Ashwal, Yemen 

B. Thamudic 0 
COo. Thamudic B inscription on a bowl carried by a 

inscription from the Negev winged figure 
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A. Inscription on an ivory 
\,"".box from Ur 

C. An ostracon from Egypt 

B. An ink inscription 

on a marble slab from ~ 
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B. Ostracon from Tell Kheleifeh 

A. Inscriptions on jars from Elephantine 
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C. Papyrus of c. 300 B.C. from Egypt u. 



PLATE 6 HEBREW 

A. A fragmentary Hebrew inscription on ivory from Nimrud 

B. Seal and impression of Elyashiv from Arad, early 6th century B.C. 

C. The palimpsest papyrus from Murabba'at 



PLATE 7 

8th century 

B. 	 An incised ostracon from 

Samaria, 8th century B.C. 

C. An ostracon from Arad, early 6th 

century B.C. 
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PLATE 8 ARAMAIC 

A. A docket inscribed on a clay tablet, 570 B.C. 

B. One of the Hermopolis papyri 
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PLATE 10 ARAMAIC OSTRACA 

B. Tel Beer-Sheba, 4th-century B.C. 

A. Elephantine, 5th century B.C. 

C. Edfu (Egypt) 3rd century B.C. 



ARAMAIC PLATE 11 

A. A Lydian-Aramaic 
bilingual inscription 

from Sardis. The 
Aramaic text is written 
in the 4th- century B.C. 
Aramaic lapidary script 

B. A 3rd-century B.C. papyrus from Egypt 
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PLATE 12 

A-B. Two Moabite seals 

from the 8th and 6th centuries. 


respectively 


D. The Edomite ostracon 
from Tell Kheleifeh 

C. Both sides of a bulla found at 
Umm el-Biyara; on the obverse 

can be read "Belonging to 
Qausga[bri], king of E[dom]" 

E-G. Three Ammonite seals 
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PLATE 14 
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A. The seal of 
Yehoyisma' daughter 

of Sawas-sar-u~ur 

C. Fragment 	of Leviticus 
Scroll in Palaeo-Hebrew 

Coin with the legend yhd 
in Hebrew letters 
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D. Fragment of the Psalms Scroll written in Jewish characters, but yhwh - in Palaeo-Hebrew 
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PLATE 16 


A. Aramaic inscription of Asoka from Kandahar, Afghanistan 

B. Aramaic inscription on a boundary stone from Armenia 



PLATE 17 

A. Parthian document written on parchment in 53 A.D. from Avroman, Kurdistan 

B. An ostracon from Nisa 

C. Lead roll inscribed with Mandaic incantation 



PLATE 18 

A. Hatran Aramaic and Greek bilingual inscription from Dura Europos 

B. Earliest Palmyrene inscription 

C. Aramaic inscription from el-Mal, southern Syria 
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PLATE 20 


A. Aramaic ostracon from Raphia area. c. 300 B.C. 

B. Nabataean incantation text 
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PLATE 22 

A. Nabataean and Jewish Aramaic endorsements on a Greek deed from Nahal Hever 

B. Aramaic message of Shimeon (Bar Kosiba) on papyrus from NalJal Bever 
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c. The beginning of a Hebrew deed written in Ein Gedi 
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PLATE 23 

A. Tombstone of King Uzziah 
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B. 	 Some lines from the War Scroll 

from Qumran 
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C. Mosaic inscription found on 

the 	 floor of the ancient synagogue 
in Na'aran near Jericho 



PLATE 24 


A. Archaic Greek inscription from Crete written in the 5th century B.C. in boustrophedon 

B. Aryballos with a 7th-century archaic Greek inscription 
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